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Improve learning.
Increase success.

Assessing with Respect:

Meeting Students’ Social and Emotional Needs
Through Better Evaluation

By Starr Sackstein

When | walk into a classroom, | don’t just see students—I see learners with unique
strengths, challenges, and emotions. Too often, traditional grading systems reduce
these vibrant learners to numbers or letters, stripping away the joy of learning and
replacing it with stress and competition. Every child has something unique to add to
the learning environment, and the educational system must consider their specific
learning needs and assets to serve them best. We do this by building robust relationships in the spaces
we work in, not just teacher to student, but student to student and student to school community. This
idea builds trust and belonging, motivating students to come to school every day. As we create this
environment, we must have school cultures that nurture dispositions and academic success, so every
graduating learner is fully prepared for their adult pathways.

As an educator, I’'ve witnessed firsthand how conventional assessment methods and school cultures
undermine students’ confidence and curiosity. But I've also seen how shifting our approach can
transform classrooms into spaces where students feel valued, supported, and empowered. My
philosophy aligns closely with the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
framework, emphasizing self-awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. When we
combine CASEL’s framework with learner-centered assessment, we have a winning combination that
supports all learners to achieve their best.

So, Assessing with Respect isn’t just about grading differently—it’s about teaching differently. It’s about
recognizing that assessment should nurture the whole child, not just measure outcomes.

The Problem with Traditional Grading: A Barrier to SEL

Traditional grading doesn’t work for most students. When | started teaching, | followed the same system
I’d grown up with—percentage grades, rigid rubrics, and high-stakes tests. But over time, | noticed
something troubling. My students weren’t focused on learning; they were obsessed with their scores. A
"B" became a badge of shame, and an "A" was a trophy to flaunt. And | could identify with these
students as |, too, played this game in school, and despite high achievement in school, it wasn’t until
graduate school that | realized how little | retained and how | needed to focus on something different.

This system fails not just academically but also socially and emotionally. It discourages self-reflection
because students are too busy chasing points. It heightens anxiety because mistakes are penalized
instead of celebrated as part of growth. Worst of all, it pits students against one another, eroding the
sense of community essential for a healthy classroom and student well-being.


https://casel.org/
https://casel.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_61kL5jeKqM
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CASEL’s framework highlights the importance of self-management

and social awareness, but traditional grading undermines both. How can students regulate their
emotions when they’re terrified of failure? How can they empathize with peers when they’re competing
for rankings? How can they feel good about learning when they are chasing perfectionism?

That’s why | advocate for a different approach that replaces fear with feedback, competition with
collaboration, and judgment with growth.

Self-Assessment: Building Self-Awareness and Self-Management

Self-assessment is one of the most powerful tools I've introduced in my classroom and continue to
support school teams in developing with their students. Instead of waiting for us to tell them how they
did, students learn to evaluate their own work. They ask themselves: What did | do well? Where can |
improve? What’s my next step?

This simple shift has profound effects. Students develop self-awareness and start to recognize their
strengths and areas for growth. They also build self-management skills, setting goals and tracking their
progress independently. These are core components of CASEL’s framework, and they’re essential for
lifelong learning.

I've seen students light up when they realize they control their learning. One of my favorite strategies is
learning portfolios, where students curate their work and reflect on their journey. We also co-create
rubrics so they understand precisely what's expected of them. During one-on-one conferences, | guide
them in setting personal goals, helping them take ownership of their progress.

When students assess themselves, they stop asking, “What’s my grade?” and ask, “How can | grow?” or
“What did | learn?” That mindset lasts far beyond the classroom.

Feedback That Fosters Social Awareness and Relationship Skills

Early in my career, feedback was about pointing out errors. I'd scribble “awkward phrasing” or “needs
more evidence” in the margins of essays, assuming students would know how to fix it. But | quickly
realized that this kind of feedback didn’t help—it made students feel defeated.

Now, | approach feedback differently. Instead of judging, | converse. | might say, "l see how hard you
worked on this introduction. What if you tried rephrasing your thesis to make it clearer?" This shift
aligns with CASEL's social awareness and relationship skills competencies. When feedback is kind and
actionable, students feel respected and are more open to learning. And trust continues to build. They
aren’t afraid to make mistakes; they expect to, and know that it is the only way they will grow.

| also encourage peer feedback, which was transformative in my classroom. Students learn to give and
receive constructive criticism with empathy. They start to see each other as allies, not competitors. One
student told me, “I hated group work because | didn’t trust my classmates. Now, | know they’re here to
help me.” That’s the power of fostering strong relationships through assessment.

Standards-Based Learning(SBL): Encouraging Responsible Decision-Making

Years ago, | switched to mastery learning, and it changed everything. Instead of averaging scores or
penalizing mistakes, | assess students based on their mastery of specific skills. If they don’t understand
something the first time, they can try again—because learning isn’t about speed; it’s about growth.
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This approach aligns perfectly with CASEL’s responsible decision-

making competency. Students learn to take ownership of their progress and make thoughtful choices
about how to improve. One of my students, who had always struggled with math, told me, “l used to
give up when | didn’t get it right away. Now, | know | can keep working until | do.”

SBL also prepares students for the real world. We don’t get one shot at success in life—we keep refining
our skills until we meet the standard. By modeling this in the classroom, we teach resilience and

perseverance.

Overcoming Challenges: SEL in Action

Changing assessment practices isn’t easy. I've faced
resistance from parents who worry their children won’t be
“prepared for the real world” without traditional grades. I've
had administrators question whether my methods are
rigorous enough. And yes, I've even had students push back
because they're so accustomed to the old system. As | work
with other educators now, I've had pushback from them
about the challenges of doing this work.

But here’s what I've learned: Change starts with
conversation. | share research on how SEL improves academic
outcomes. | start small, piloting new strategies in one class
before scaling up. And | collect data—because when parents
and administrators see students thriving, they become
believers too.

For schools still tied to traditional grading, | recommend
hybrid models. You could use mastery learning internally, but
convert to letter grades for report cards. You could
supplement grades with narrative feedback. The goal isn’t
perfection—it’s progress. One small change at a time.

Assessment as a Tool for Empowerment

Reflecting on my journey as an educator, the moments that
stand out aren’t the perfect test scores or the straight-A
report cards. They’re the students who told me, “I finally love
learning”, or “I’'m not afraid to make mistakes anymore.”

That’s what Assessing with Respect is all about. It’s not just a
book—it’s a call to action. A reminder that assessment should
empower, not discourage. It should reflect the whole child,
not just their output. When we prioritize social and
emotional growth alongside academic achievement, we
create confident, curious, and resilient learners.

So, remember: start small. Try one new strategy. Listen to
your students. And remember—the best assessment doesn’t
just measure learning; it inspires it.
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