
In this timely and thoughtful call to action, author and educator Starr Sackstein 
examines the critical intersection between assessment and social and emotional
learning (SEL), particularly as it affects students of color and other marginalized 
groups. The book addresses the five SEL competencies identified by the Collab-
orative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL)—self-awareness,
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision 
making—and explains how teaching students to develop their abilities in these 
areas can help them improve their learning and assessment experiences.

Sackstein also raises important considerations for educators, urging them to

• Examine their implicit biases to improve their relationships with students.
• Deepen their understanding of the impact of grades and assessments 

on students’ self-image and their ability to reach their full potential 
as learners.

• Develop personalized assessment systems that ensure an accurate, fair,
and equitable portrayal of what students know and can do.

In addition to presenting the relevant research, Sackstein draws from personal
experience and the reflections of students, teachers, and administrators to 
present a compelling case for approaching assessment through the SEL lens.
Educators at all levels who have witnessed the devasting effects that testing can 
have on students’ beliefs in themselves as learners will find Assessing with Respect 
to be an invaluable guide to ensuring better outcomes—and better emotional
health—for all students.
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Foreword 

I believe that, as educators, we all enter the profession with this valu-

able and honorable mission: to have a profound and positive impact 

on students, families, colleagues, and the greater learning community. 

This mission can sometimes feel impossible and overwhelming with so 

many factors and challenges pushing against us, our students, families, 

and communities. Systemic racism and the oppression it creates are real 

factors that affect the mental and physical health of individuals, families, 

and communities. 

Our students walk into the school building as complex human 

beings who bring forth not only their innate gifts and talents but also 

the joy and toll of their life experiences. Some may arrive with the aura 

of love and care, some with the sense that what they receive is never 

enough, some with a bitter sense of the world, some with the hope for 

better. To fulfill our mission as educators, we are tasked with support-

ing students in meeting academic requirements while providing for the 

social, emotional, and physical ones as well. We do this while simultane-

ously caring for our own needs and those of our loved ones. 

How do we meet the individual needs of self, family, students, staff, 

and our communities? How do we push beyond the skin in which we 

live, the seat in which we sit, and the experiences that shaped us in order 

to meet the needs of students and staff who are so very different from 

us? How do we support the social, emotional, physical, and academic 

growth of students, staff, and community? 

Starr Sackstein, and those who contributed to this book, provide 

educators with the answers to these questions. Right now is the time, 
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Assessing with Respectx

and learning communities are the place where we must wrap around 

students and families, providing the academic, emotional, physical, and 

social support needed. 

Although there is no formal oath for educators comparable to the 

Hippocratic oath for doctors, we should all strive to be ethical in our per-

sonal and professional lives and commit to do no harm to those we serve. 

Education is an honorable profession, as we accept the responsibility for 

the intellectual, emotional, social, and even physical development of our 

nation’s youth. We may not realize it when we step into our first class-

room, but educators choose the responsibility to provide all students and 

their parents—especially the most vulnerable and marginalized—with 

high-quality educational programming that includes comprehensive 

support and services. 

Our Black, Brown, and Indigenous students are the most likely to 

drop out of school and to enter the juvenile justice system, which deposits 

them into the school-to-prison pipeline. As educators and educational 

leaders, we must become leaders of equity. We must investigate and accept 

how it is that we have systematically failed our students, so that we can 

transform these systems. Our students need and deserve an educational 

experience in which they, and each member of the learning community, 

feel recognized, valued, and accepted—simply for being who they are. 

My decision to become an educator was two-pronged. First, I was a 

single 21-year-old mother of two little girls, and I wanted nothing more 

than to provide stability for them. Second, I wanted the opportunity to be 

the educator that my friends and I had needed, especially during the early 

1990s when I was in high school. We were all products of the circum-

stances and neighborhoods created by the system of racism upon which 

our country is built. One of my friends was abandoned by her mom 

and lived with her boyfriend and his family. Another sold drugs out of 

her locker for her boyfriend. One girl, who had been repeatedly sexually 

abused by different men her mother brought into the house, would leave 

school to hook up with men at a nearby park. One of my best friends 

confided in me that her mother’s boyfriend, who was married and paid 

their rent, had been abusing her, and she was worried that her little sister 
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was next. It was easier to get high or drunk in school than it was any-

where else due to availability and lack of concern from our teachers and 

the school staff. The adults within the school walls didn’t seem to know 

how to connect with us, so we continued on our paths with no meaning-

ful interventions. We were able to maneuver our way through classes and 

accountability by doing the bare minimum and lying when necessary, 

and every time our lies were accepted by school counselors and teachers. 

Maybe it wasn’t acceptance, but resignation. Even if we had told the truth 

of our realities, the system was not set up to respond. So when I was 21 

and preparing to move from community college to San Diego State Uni-

versity, I had to finally choose a major. It was with my daughters and my 

high school experience in mind that I chose to become an educator and 

commit to the honorable mission of making a difference. 

My professional life has provided so much for me in the way of 

personal and professional growth. The experiences in the K–12 learning 

system taught me a few key things that I have been able to carry with me 

into all aspects of my life (including work). These learnings include the 

following:

• It is imperative to continue doing the work of reflecting on my 

experience, my actions, and my motivations. 

 – I attribute this work to how well I know myself and my ability 

to authentically enter any space. 

 – I have committed to never leaving a conversation or a space 

without saying or doing what my heart and spirit call me to 

say or do.

 – By diving into my own journey, which can be horrendously 

painful, I ultimately get to know myself better, which helps 

me connect with others. 

• Every person, regardless of age, joins me on this journey as a 

whole human being with a lifetime of experiences that should be 

honored. In my role I have chosen to do the following:

 – Listen to them and communicate how valuable they are. 

 – Provide the guidance needed, when invited to, to promote 

their intellectual and personal growth. 
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Assessing with Respectxii

• As much as I hope to affect others, I am the one who has been 

truly changed by being allowed to join others on the journey. 

 – Every time someone shares a piece of themselves with me, 

they are honoring me with a gift of themselves. Their gift 

could be the sharing of pain or joy.

These foundational learnings guide my approach to life and our 

collective work in education. First, we must do the work within. Then we 

can use the knowledge of self to connect with others to begin the heavy 

lift of supporting individuals and learning communities. Fortunately, in 

this book, Starr has provided a resource to support educators in doing 

their work while building truly comprehensive systems of support that 

have the potential to transform realities for our students, families, and 

communities.

Marisol Rerucha

AssessingwithRespect.indd   12AssessingwithRespect.indd   12 2/2/21   4:33 PM2/2/21   4:33 PM

 
ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY—NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



1

Introduction

Not everything that is faced can be changed,  
but nothing can be changed until it is faced. 

—James Baldwin

When I signed on to write this book, times were different. Although I 

believed strongly that assessment and the social and emotional needs of 

our students needed to be tied together, I couldn’t possibly have pre-

dicted the way the world would turn in the months that followed.

Living in social-distancing isolation because of the COVID-19 

pandemic has been an eye-opening experience. Emotionally, I’ve been 

all over the place, sometimes inside of an hour, feeling anxiety about the 

unknown, fear about loved ones, concern for my son and coworkers—

not to mention the sometimes debilitating lack of motivation because of 

circumstances beyond my control. 

And yet I’m among the privileged—and always have been, despite 

what may have felt like momentous impediments that life has thrown 

my way and the silent, not-so-obvious home situations that my teach-

ers probably didn’t know about, as I worked so hard to conceal them. 

School was my sanctuary from the challenges I experienced at home, and 

despite the zip code I grew up in and the support of a two-parent house-

hold, challenges did exist. 

Now I have access to the internet, several electronic devices, a car, 

a home, enough food, and not least of all, my health and a supportive, 

available family. My job is essential and can be done safely from home. 

M
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Assessing with Respect2

Perhaps I haven’t been eating or sleeping as well as I could be, and that 

has an impact on my ability to work effectively. In fact, this situation has 

made it hard for me to write. Writing, one of those things that has always 

been a stabilizer and has come easily to me, has become something I 

will never take for granted again. And, in the way we don’t appreciate 

those things that do come easily, I’ve often wondered during this expe-

rience if this is how my students felt when they were asked to write but 

simply couldn’t.

Our students, colleagues, and their families may not have the ben-

efits that are more common among the privileged, and therefore, how 

we relate to one another has to be from a place of empathy and care, 

not judgment. Beyond empathy, however, there needs to be a profound 

acknowledgment that, although we try to truly understand the expe-

riences of others, the depth of the challenges that many individuals, 

including people of color, have faced is beyond intellectual comprehen-

sion. We must continue to question, remain curious, and try to be better 

supporters and allies of our fellow human beings.

As an educator, a mom, and a human being, I’ve watched school sys-

tems struggle to meet the needs of all learners while often not having the 

resources, including training, to do an adequate job on any level. This 

is not the fault of families or individual educators, but a systemic cancer 

that has been plaguing schools in the United States for a long time; the 

COVID-19 pandemic simply illuminated the elephant in the room that 

not enough people had acknowledged. 

Although we are all invested in helping students learn, we haven’t 

always done a good job of considering all of the aspects of how and why 

that happens. What are the optimal conditions for learning to occur in 

an authentic and meaningful way for all students? How do we ensure, 

as educators at every level, as well as systemically, that we are doing 

everything we can to equitably attend to the needs of all children, as they 

deserve to be nurtured? Have we considered our own privilege and how 

that colors our ability to help those who need our help most? Whose 

voices are we listening to, and why?
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Introduction 3

The means by which we assess our students says a great deal about 

what we value and also shines a light on who stands to gain the most 

from those values. As educators, we must be cognizant of who is making 

decisions and what the implications of those decisions are for the way 

we assess and then label our students, in turn creating a path of potential 

paralysis. In other words, when we label our students, we pigeonhole 

them, sometimes making it impossible for them to transcend the labels. 

They hear what we tell them, internalize it, and then believe that this 

who they are, for better or for worse.

This book is intended to help leaders and other educators con-

sider their assessment practices within a context of teaching social and 

emotional skills so that students develop positive learning dispositions 

and systems honor the dignity of the learning of all students. Our goal 

should not be to test and grade children to put them in a hierarchy 

for potential future roles of dominance or subordination—or even for 

the sake of sheer efficiency. It is our responsibility as educators to see 

children in a holistic sense and find ways that best allow them to be 

successful. 

I have learned through researching this book that some people are 

critically examining social and emotional learning (SEL), and that cri-

tique has merit. Keeping in mind the Common Core, trying to develop 

standards around social and emotional skills becomes problematic 

when we all have different definitions for things like “self-management” 

and “regulation.” The National Equity Project has resources that are 

helpful in working through this language and coming to understanding 

(see www.nationalequityproject.org). And as educators, we also have to 

be cognizant of critically questioning the things we read and do and con-

sider what the impact is on the marginalized folks we work with, trying 

as hard as possible to not cause further harm. 

My background in alternative assessment and assessment reform 

coupled with my research on social and emotional learning has made 

it clear to me that we have to take a deeper look into this important 

overlap. During my research, I came across the following five core SEL 
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Assessing with Respect4

competencies developed by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 

Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2020): 

• Self-awareness concerns our ability to recognize our feelings, 

name them, and then identify the impact they have on our abil-

ity to learn, connect, react, and so on. In terms of assessment, 

self-awareness comes in the form of reflection and students’ ability 

to articulate what they know and can do using evidence from their 

learning. Helping students understand where they are in their 

learning helps them better inform us about what they need.

• Self-management involves the regulation of our feelings and our 

ability to organize and motivate. This is where we think about 

goal setting and accountability. Building on reflection, students 

are able to take feedback from formative learning experiences and 

apply it to their own goal setting. This is how we teach students 

to track their learning, set goals, and develop an understanding of 

self-assessment. 

• Social awareness is about perspective and our ability to empa-

thize. Additionally, it is about cultural awareness and diversity, 

and in the case of education, matters of equity. In the assessment 

realm, social awareness is about feedback and assessment from 

peers. As we teach students to work with one another and build 

better learning environments, we create an intentional space 

where challenging conversations can be had and we can all grow 

as learners. The way we respond to people and provide feed-

back should align with what we understand of them as whole 

individuals.

• Relationship skills involve building sustainable and healthy 

relationships that connect us to one another. Collaboration and 

communication are key to this competency. In our classrooms 

and in assessment conversations in particular, this competency is 

all about how we facilitate students working together, giving them 

the tools to problem-solve and listen to one another’s voices 

with empathy and commitment to understanding. By creating 

an atmosphere in which students have multiple opportunities to 
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dive deeply into these relationship skills, we prepare them for a 

life of easier communication with the people they will work with 

in the future.

• Responsible decision making is all about making good choices 

by being able to take stock of situations and consider possible out-

comes. It is about identifying issues, problem solving, reflecting, 

and taking action. For assessment, this competency involves help-

ing students identify what must be done and providing opportu-

nities to help them make better choices. Rather than stepping in 

when students don’t agree, we can allow them to work through 

disagreements and then reflect on how those conversations helped 

to improve or hinder their learning. Additionally, this competency 

will be a part of project-based learning, as students will need to not 

only manage their time, but also help their teams be successful.

SEL has come under scrutiny from people of color, as several of the 

practices can continue to marginalize students. Because of this concern, 

people have begun to explore CASEL’s framework through a lens of 

equity. A November 2018 Frameworks Brief from the Assessment Work 

Group (managed and staffed by CASEL) states:

Consistent with the pursuit of educational equity, we recently offered 

the concept of transformational SEL to reflect our interest in making 

explicit issues such as power, privilege, prejudice, discrimination, social 

justice, empowerment, and self-determination in the field of SEL. 

Transformative SEL connotes a process whereby students and teachers 

build strong, respectful relationships founded on an appreciation of 

similarities and differences, learn to critically examine root causes of 

inequity, and develop collaborative solutions to community and soci-

etal problems. (Jagers, Rivas-Drake, & Borowski, 2018, p. 3) (emphasis 

in original)

CASEL’s core competencies for social and emotional learning align 

with Costa and Kallick’s (2014) dispositions for learning, which define 

a number of mental habits that help us with competencies and life in 

general. All these things can and should be taught and need to be an 
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Assessing with Respect6

integral part of how we work with students of all ages to ensure a culture 

of belonging, as suggested by Cobb and Krownapple’s (2019) “dignity 

framework” in their book Belonging Through a Culture of Dignity. Once 

we determine the needs of our students, build a culture of belonging, 

and honor the dignity of those we teach as well as those of us doing the 

teaching, we can begin to build better learning environments where stu-

dents can flourish and assessment can be more comprehensive. 

In this book, Chapters 1 through 4 address the CASEL competencies 

and their overlap with what schools need to be doing to better assess 

learning while promoting the social and emotional well-being of stu-

dents. The chapters also provide classroom strategies for building these 

whole-child learning and assessing experiences, keeping in mind that 

assessment consists not only of end-of-unit exams or summative writing 

assignments, but also everyday formative experiences. Chapters 5 and 6 

address the topics of grades and personalized assessment, respectively. 

It’s important to remember that assessment is not a static thing, but 

an action—an ongoing formative process that we engage in continu-

ally to ensure all students are getting what they need. It is an educator’s 

responsibility to assess students for learning on a daily basis. Doing so is 

as important for teachers as it is for students. Students need to be able to 

discuss what they know and can do and how they know it, and we need 

to be able to see how well our instruction is working and what we need 

to adjust so that all students can learn effectively. Grades, like tests, are 

only one part of the story—a small part that ends up getting magnified 

for ease of discussion. These summative experiences often shed little 

light on what kids know and can do—and worse, they seldom contribute 

to future learning.

Feedback, reflection, and personalized approaches to learning that 

take into account the needs of each student are what truly develop effec-

tive learners. These strategies provide ongoing opportunities for students 

to apply new knowledge and feedback, to practice, to set goals, and to 

develop skill sets and content knowledge with the help of teachers and 

peers. This approach is what we need to be focusing on.
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P
1

Building Relationships to 
Support Learning

Learning can be a scary proposition for some students, and when their 

basic needs aren’t met, the likelihood of doing it well is markedly low. 

To help all students succeed, teachers and school communities need to 

build deeper connections with students, enabling better understanding 

of not only surface needs but also core social and emotional needs that 

can affect learning in many ways. Although it may sound like a cliché to 

say that relationships are key to learning, the idea has become a cliché 

because it is true. We simply can’t undervalue the importance of inten-

tionally building relationships in schools to increase student success. 

Aside from the inherent benefits of relational trust, schools that 

build great relationships develop assessment-capable learners who not 

only succeed in the conventional sense—completing classwork, contrib-

uting productively to class discussions, developing knowledge and skills 

at or above standards—but also potentially actualize the best versions 

of themselves. Classrooms that make relationships a high priority create 

the conditions for deeper curiosity and greater accessibility to individ-

ual student and teacher expertise. Quality relationships can increase a 

student’s ability to learn more deeply by allowing for positive risk taking. 

How much students will risk in their own learning can shape the way we 

construct and conduct assessments throughout the year.

Relationship building requires that we explore ourselves, includ-

ing our personal biases and how they affect our ability to work with 

students. Taking a deeper look at what we know and value and how we 
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Assessing with Respect8

express our beliefs will affect our ability both to build better relation-

ships with all invested parties—relationships that are more empathetic 

and humble—and to model that process.

This chapter addresses CASEL’s core competencies of relationship skills 

and social awareness. CASEL (2020) defines relationship skills as follows:

The abilities to establish and maintain healthy and supportive rela-

tionships and to effectively navigate settings with diverse individuals 

and groups. This includes the capacities to communicate clearly, listen 

actively, cooperate, work collaboratively to problem solve and negotiate 

conflict constructively, navigate settings with differing social and cul-

tural demands and opportunities, provide leadership, and seek or offer 

help when needed.

It defines social awareness as follows: 

The abilities to understand the perspectives of and empathize with oth-

ers, including those from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and contexts. 

This includes the capacities to feel compassion for others, understand 

broader historical and social norms for behavior in different settings, 

and recognize family, school, and community resources and supports. 

Addressing the two competencies together acknowledges their inter-

locking and complementary characteristics. Social awareness is a 

foundational component of relationship skills, and, in turn, building 

relationships contributes to continual development of social awareness.

Teacher-Student Relationships
Often, even before the first day of school, teacher-student relationships 

are developing through word-of-mouth by students who came before. 

Teachers who are challenging to get along with are identified as such 

by reputation. Although I am not suggesting that we seek friendships 

with our students or that we shouldn’t be firm in our expectations 

and demeanor, I am suggesting that what students experience in our 

behavior matters, especially if they are ever going to see us as allies and 

advocates for them. Of course, in our efforts to become better allies and 

advocates, we must recognize the thin line between the intention to help 
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Building Relationships to Support Learning 9

and the harmful idea of the “white man’s burden”—the notion, derived 

from 19th century colonization, that it is white people’s responsibility to 

“uplift” people of color.

Kids immediately size up the demeanor we project (and what we 

hope to accomplish by that demeanor). Teachers who seek to be seen 

as a “dictator” can expect students to fear them and, as a result, to not 

fully trust them. That isn’t to say students won’t appreciate the teacher’s 

expertise or admit to learning from the teacher later, but rather that we 

need to strike a balance to develop good professional relationships with 

students, showing care and creating structure.

When we model how we would like students to be—honest, straight-

forward, engaged, and humane—students respond in kind. Taking time 

at the beginning of the school year to develop relationships with each 

student, beyond just knowing names, will increase the opportunities for 

personalized learning and ultimately increase learning over time. 

Strategies for Developing  
Appropriate, Trusting Relationships 

Regardless of what students hear about teachers, first impressions 

matter. If possible, draft a letter before school begins, inviting students to 

a shared learning space. Welcome them, and be clear about expectations. 

Use language that supports the message you’re conveying, and clearly 

communicate your excitement for teaching them. If you like, add infor-

mation about the kinds of learning that will occur in class. For older stu-

dents, attaching a syllabus to your welcome letter can help them see the 

scope of learning and ties to assessment throughout the year. (See the 

appendix for examples of a syllabus I have used.) Figure 1.1 is an exam-

ple of a letter I wrote for high school students and parents/caregivers.

Beyond being the first official greeting, a welcome letter sets the tone 

for the year to come. If you’re working with younger students, don’t be 

afraid to be playful and friendly. See Figure 1.2 for an example from 

Natalie McCutchen, a 7th grade math teacher at Franklin-Simpson Mid-

dle School in Franklin, Kentucky. Note that Natalie ends her letter with 

questions that will help her better plan how to create relevant examples, 
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FIGURE 1.1

Welcome Letter for High School

Hello, Students and Parents/Caregivers:

Welcome to your senior year. Students, this is your opportunity to really 
prepare for the next phase of your lives, seriously thinking about the kind 
of students you want to be and become in the future. It no longer matters 
who you were in the past or what mistakes you may have made; this year is 
about establishing who you will be.

The AP Literature class you will be taking is a rigorous one that promises 
to both challenge and prepare you for that next phase of your lives. 
Traditionally, some students might think that senior year is supposed to be 
easy after the work put forth since freshman year, but I don’t believe that to 
be true. I’m not saying not to have a good time with your newfound “almost 
freedom,” but I am saying I wouldn’t be doing you a favor to let you slack off. 
I want you to feel prepared for what comes next once you are on your own.

That said, I’m so excited to have you all in my classroom. You will be given 
a syllabus with due dates for all assignments. We will go over it on the first 
day of class, and you will be expected to adhere to this schedule. You will 
have minimal reminders. Adhering to schedules with minimal reminders 
is what you can expect next year, when you are in college. As adults, you 
must be responsible for your choices and your work. At the beginning of 
the year, I will likely reach out to your parents/caregivers after I talk with 
you first to ensure that communication is clear and they are in the loop 
about the expectations outlined in this letter. I want to treat you like college 
students, and therefore you will need to take the initiative and reach out 
to me when you need help. I am here to help you and want to do so, but 
tracking you down is not how it works when you get to college.

I’m looking forward to creating an engaging learning environment with each 
of you, one that is filled with your varied personalities and perspectives. 

Welcome to your senior year!

All smiles,
Ms. Sackstein, NBCT

Parents/caregivers, please e-mail me when you receive this letter so that I 
have your up-to-date e-mail addresses. E-mail is the easiest way for me to 
reach you.

Our class website will have all the resources students need. I will post 
supplemental information and updates periodically. The syllabus is already 
posted there, and a calendar of due dates will be posted soon. If you ever 
have any questions, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me. Looking 
forward to a great year!
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FIGURE 1.2

Welcome Letter for Middle School

Dear ______, 

Hello! My name is Mrs. McCutchen, and I will have the  
privilege of being your teacher for the upcoming school year. 

I graduated from Western Kentucky University in May 2005 with a Bachelor 
of Science degree in middle grades education; in May 2011, I graduated with 
my master’s degree in administration.

I have a wonderful husband named Mac, and we have been married 
for 11 years. We have three amazing children: Natalya, who is 9 years 
old; Macaiah, who is 7 years old; and Nathan, who is 3 years old.

I am excited about the upcoming school year and look forward to  
meeting you. I have many fun and exciting things planned for this school  
year, and I hope that you will find my class and math enjoyable.

My main goal is for you to achieve greatness. I want you to  
succeed with learning math and in whatever you try to do.

I will teach you not only math, but also important values such as 
respect, responsibility, and confidence.

I believe that all my students are great people and are capable of 
learning. All I ask of you is to do your best, and I will be happy.

I look forward to getting to know you better as the year  
progresses. Let’s have a great year.

If you ever need help with anything, please call or e-mail me.

Sign up to receive texts about class info!

P.S. Don’t forget Open House is Monday, August 12, at 6:00. Hope to see 
you there!!

P.P.S. Here is your first assignment! You are going to write a one-page letter 
about yourself by answering the following questions:

• What did you learn or learn to do this summer?
• What things do you do that help your family survive or succeed?
• What skills do you have that no one else in your family has?
• What is each person in your family good at?
• How do you make friends?
• What do you want to know more about?
• Where and whom do you learn from?
• Tell me what’s on your bookshelf, e-reader, tablet, Facebook, Instagram, or 

 Snapchat right now, and what it tells me about you as a person.
• What do you do when you’re faced with a really interesting or tough-to-solve 

problem?
• What do you want the world to know and think about you, both now and in 

the future?

Source: Courtesy Natalie McCutchen, Franklin-Simpson Middle School, Franklin, KY.  
Used with permission.
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engage students with personal connections to their interests, and create 

better assessments based on what she learns. 

Figure 1.3 shows an example from an elementary school teacher, 

Chrissy Romano, who teaches 2nd grade at Nellie K. Parker Elementary 

School in Hackensack, New Jersey. Notice how Chrissy’s letter conveys a 

friendly tone by encouraging her students to enjoy a variety of summer 

activities and be ready to share their experiences when they come to 

her class. 

Although welcome letters can set the tone before school begins, the 

first day of school is important as well. The goal is for students to leave 

your classroom feeling excited about returning the next day and coming 

home with rave reviews for their parents or caregivers. Here are some tips 

for the first day of school:

• Make sure the room is clean and inviting before students arrive so 

that they can see the care you put into your shared space.

• Welcome students at the door with a smile.

• Focus on getting to know each other, not reviewing school and 

classroom rules and procedures, which sends the wrong message 

and takes up valuable class time. You can address these matters 

later in the first week and also develop classroom norms with your 

students, which is likely to result in more student buy-in. 

• Use icebreakers that can help you get to know your students and 

them to know one another. Choose activities that get students out 

of their seats and moving around, like the one shown in Figure 1.4. 

• Do a gallery walk around the learning space and ask students what 

they notice as, together, you imagine what an ideal learning space 

looks like. This activity can lead to students “designing” the class-

room in a way that addresses different learning preferences. 

Of course, the first week of school isn’t the only opportunity you 

will have to make an impression and build relationships; it’s just the 

start. Remember to stay consistent but flexible as you get to know your 

kids better. Pay attention to body language and who students spend time 

with. Become aware of which students are more assertive than others, 
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FIGURE 1.3

Welcome Letter for Elementary School

Nellie K. Parker Elementary School

Ms. Romano

2nd Grade—Room 307

Welcome to 2nd grade!

I hope you and your family are enjoying your time away from school. With 
the time you have left of the summer, here are some things I would love for 
you to do if you can.

• Spend time with FAMILY and FRIENDS.

• CREATE or BUILD something.

• Be CURIOUS and WONDER about all the things you encounter.

• READ for fun.

• PLAY! Play outside, play inside, play board games, play cards— 
just play!

• Use your IMAGINATION every day.

• Have FUN! Fun is what summer break is all about.

You may want to take pictures of cool things you do over the summer, or 
write or draw about them. Use any way to capture your adventures so you 
can remember them to share when we get back to school.  

Relax, enjoy, and get ready for an awesome year in 2nd grade!

Can’t wait to meet you!

—Ms. Romano

Source: Courtesy Chrissy Romano, Nellie K. Parker Elementary School, Hackensack, NJ.  
Used with permission.
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FIGURE 1.4

Icebreaker Activity: “Find Someone Who . . .” 

This icebreaker can be done in a number of ways. Students can interview 
their classmates to find out which items apply to them and have them sign 
or initial the item, or the items can be presented as a Bingo grid. Depending 
on the age of the students, you can adjust the specifics to things that they 
would likely have done. 

Find someone who . . .

1. Traveled this summer 

2.  Loves to read

3. Knows what they want to be 
when they grow up

4. “Lives” on social media

5. Watches sports on TV

6. Plays a sport

7. Plays a musical instrument

8. Loves to eat 

9. Is into fitness 

10. Loves baseball

11. Travels by public transportation 
to school 

12. Is a morning person

13. Loves coffee

14. Is an only child 

15. Has a pet

16. Saw at least two movies this 
summer

17. Watches reality television

18. Plays Candy Crush or Trivia 
Crack

19. Has attended a sporting event 

20. Has been to another country 

21. Has a job

22. Loves the beach

23. Knows what college they would 
like to attend

24. Likes vegetables 

25. Has a best friend in this class

26. Knows how to ride a bike 

27. Writes a blog/considers them-
selves a writer

28. Wants to change the world

29. Is interested in politics

30. Has read a classic novel

31. Loves technology 

32. Knows how to use phones for 
learning

33. Can work with their hands

34. Lives with extended family

35. Can speak another language
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and find classroom roles that will allow them to feel like leaders without 

dominating to the point of excluding other voices. Notice which stu-

dents are inherently quiet, and engage in conversations to understand 

why this is so. Don’t allow students who are somewhere in between to 

sit patiently while others carry the weight. Talk with individual students 

on their way in and out of class, asking about their day or weekend and 

expressing genuine interest in their answers.

During the first month of school, conduct a learning assessment that 

allows students to share how they learn best. Various websites include sur-

veys that students can take to help them articulate how they like to learn, 

such as EducationPlanner.org. Surveys such as these can be a starting point 

for students who may have trouble articulating their learning preferences. 

Regardless of the content you teach, ask students to write a short 

piece or draw a picture about themselves or an experience they have had 

that they think will help you better understand them as a person and a 

learner. Note what they share, and ask clarifying questions. As a model, 

share something you’ve written yourself that tells them what you want 

them to know about you as a person and a teacher. You don’t need to 

share too much personal information, but the more open you are, the 

more students will open up to you. 

How Deeper Relationships Help Learning Thrive

Taking the time to develop deeper relationships with students will 

nurture the learning environment. Your students will trust you and 

therefore will be more willing to take risks when you ask them to step 

out of their comfort zones. The knowledge you gain about your students 

can inform your lesson design, formative learning experiences, and even-

tually summative assessments. Continuing to foster deep connections is 

likely to encourage students to not only seek your help when they need 

it but also follow your suggestions when you provide them.

Ultimately, the time you invest in building these important rela-

tionships will pay dividends in student commitment to learning and 

buy-in in the future, especially if the cultural backgrounds of your 

students differ from yours. Taking the time to understand the backstories 

AssessingwithRespect.indd   15AssessingwithRespect.indd   15 2/2/21   4:33 PM2/2/21   4:33 PM

 
ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY—NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Assessing with Respect16

of individual students—where they come from, who they are in every 

sense, what their socioeconomic situation is—will help you make better 

decisions and engender continuing trust.

Additionally, the importance of expressing vulnerability—for 

example, admitting when you don’t know something or asking for 

help—can’t be overestimated. Allowing yourself to be vulnerable with 

students as learners and human beings opens the door to modeling how 

this vulnerability draws people closer together. It is an opportunity to 

demonstrate the trust it takes to share personal information and to give 

students a sense of the value you place on your relationship with them. 

Student-Student Relationships

Teacher-student relationships aren’t the only ones that matter. The con-

nection and collaboration of students with their peers is also essential. 

The way we allow students to learn speaks to our values, and building 

a culture in which students treat one another with respect, dignity, and 

empathy will further build the trust needed to help learning thrive.

If we want students to trust one another—which we do, because 

trust is an essential element of collaboration and group work, peer 

review and feedback, and classroom discussion—we need to make sure 

they know how to behave and interact with one another. In her book 

Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain, Zaretta Hammond (2015) 

discusses how we can create collaborative environments with equitable 

learning time by using protocols that ensure that all voices are heard 

and none are prized more than others. It’s not enough to tell students to 

respect one another; we must take a deeper look at how we form collab-

orations and then make sure that everyone in these groups participates 

in the learning. 

You can facilitate this kind of equity by co-constructing with stu-

dents the success criteria for what respect looks like in a classroom. Ask 

students to reflect on their ability to adhere to the criteria and why doing 

so matters. Provide feedback that helps them grow in their ability to 

demonstrate respect.
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As you and your students are getting to know each other at the 

beginning of the school year, allow students to form their own partner-

ships. Note whom students gravitate toward and what the learning looks 

like when partners are together. Are these successful partnerships? How 

do you know? If they aren’t, how could you improve the partnerships?

Students deserve to be involved in classroom decision making (recall 

that responsible decision making is another SEL competency), and so 

they should be clear on their options and how their choices will affect 

future learning. Additionally, they are going to be playing a big support-

ing role in the learning and the assessing of themselves and their peers, 

so they need to trust one another as much as they trust you, if not more.

Strategies for Building Constructive Relationships

Obviously, we want students to be friends, but friendship is not 

what I’m talking about here. Learning to be a vital part of a team or 

group is an important aspect of other kinds of learning, so it is import-

ant to promote a culture that encourages students to develop effective 

collaboration skills. Not every student likes to work in a group, and 

although we want to honor students’ preferences, collaboration is an 

important life skill that is not inherent and must be taught.

In my book Peer Feedback in the Classroom (Sackstein, 2017), I speak 

about developing expert groups that allow students to effectively pro-

mote one another’s learning. The concept involves teaching small groups 

to be experts in a particular skill or task. The groups then become the 

go-to students for that skill or task throughout the year, simultaneously 

continuing to increase their expertise through their own work. It takes at 

least two months to really know students’ strengths and challenges, and 

at that point you can carefully select groups with up to five members. 

Because the groups may be working together on a variety of activities for 

the rest of the year, ensuring the right balance and dynamic is essential. 

That isn’t to say adjustments can’t be made, but changing group compo-

sition shouldn’t be the default approach.

When preparing students to be experts, you first need to help them 

address their individual challenges related to their assigned area, which 
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means also helping them to deal with their vulnerability with peers. As they 

reflect on their strengths and challenges, have them share with the group so 

they can develop a collective understanding of how best to work together. 

Sharing will also help them know what to aim for in their own work and 

what to expect from others. In addition, as I note in Peer Feedback,

Make sure to provide students with reading and research in the specific 

area they are working on that is appropriate for their level of mastery. 

Differentiate the materials as needed. For example, consider a couple 

of resources that say the same thing but in different ways. For my own 

writing workshops, in addition to sending students a brief explanation 

of each expert group’s role, I taught mini-lessons to the whole class on 

these specific areas. I also provided resources from the Purdue OWL 

(Online Writing Lab) and encouraged students to ask specific ques-

tions. In addition, while we were setting up the groups, I visited with 

each small group, gave students time to review their small section of 

the paper, and answered questions as they arose. Once they are done 

shoring up their own expertise, students can work together to examine 

bodies of work found online or in a resource library in the classroom 

and make a bank of common mistakes or challenges to look for in their 

expert areas. (Sackstein, 2017, p. 83)

Creating Safe Spaces

In general, your goal should be to create safe spaces that allow and 

encourage students to discuss challenges with one another in productive 

ways and to work things out together instead of always seeking your help 

first. Working with people of different backgrounds is part of life, and 

teaching students to take responsibility—to take an interest in and advocate 

for one another—contributes to productive learning and life experiences.

Student-Culture Relationships

In addition to relationships with one another, students have relation-

ships with the culture that their school cultivates as well as the  cultures 

AssessingwithRespect.indd   18AssessingwithRespect.indd   18 2/2/21   4:33 PM2/2/21   4:33 PM

 
ADVANCE UNCORRECTED COPY—NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



Building Relationships to Support Learning 19

they come from. To help students understand how their personal 

cultures enhance the learning environment, have them share informa-

tion about their backgrounds and then continually nurture an environ-

ment that honors the dignity of every member of the classroom—the 

students and yourself. Developing this cultural depth of knowledge 

should extend to how you design learning experiences and assessments, 

including modifying expectations as necessary to account for the needs 

of all learners.

Taking the time to understand others’ values and beliefs contributes 

to our awareness of and relationship to diversity and helps to build 

social capital in the classroom. Students will encounter all kinds of 

people in their lives, and developing curiosity and deepened awareness 

of other cultures will enhance those relationships and diminish the 

likelihood of inaccurate assumptions, fears, and prejudices. It is essential 

to allow students to reflect on their own identities, question their own 

biases, and work through possible implicit biases that can create unin-

tentional harm. Students of different perspectives, backgrounds, and 

cultures have something important to share that can’t and shouldn’t be 

ignored. Of course, in our efforts to include students, we must be careful 

to not tokenize those of different backgrounds—that is, use one student 

as a means for understanding all individuals who have a given back-

ground or who identify a certain way (e.g., people of color or members 

of the LGBTQ community)—which is both inaccurate and dangerous. 

When we tokenize, we are seeking inclusion but miss the mark because 

we are more concerned with appearances than actual inclusion. 

Allowing time in class to have difficult conversations that address 

privilege and systemic racism can foster a sense of students and teachers 

as allies in an effort to ensure that each child feels heard, understood, 

and welcomed. Of course, I am just scratching the surface here and in no 

way want to suggest that a few conversations are going to correct such a 

big problem. Given the complexity of the challenges and prejudices that 

exist historically, we all must work every day to do better. This is one 

small way to start.
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Teacher-Family Relationships

Another essential relationship that will either enhance or hurt your abil-

ity to help students is the one you cultivate with their families. As noted 

earlier, we all bring more than just ourselves into our learning spaces. 

Having the most complete picture possible of the learners in front of you 

is essential—not to mention the fact that you will need to enlist the help 

of these caregivers as partners in your students’ learning. 

Understanding how students behave and interact with family 

members can be extremely helpful in getting some students out of their 

shells. You’ll note that in my high school welcome letter (Figure 1.1), I 

addressed parents and caregivers as well as students. Because everyone is 

on the same team, everyone needs to be on the same page about expec-

tations, goals, and contributions to learning. 

Create multiple opportunities, beyond those on the school calendar, 

for family members to speak with you. Remind them that you are always 

open to their questions, concerns, and involvement, and then take into 

account what you learn from their insights. Find out families’ preferred 

method of communication—and then make sure to communicate.

Making positive phone calls once a week can be as uplifting for you 

as it is for your students and their families. The effort promotes caring 

bonds that can only strengthen future partnerships. Calling only when 

there is a problem sets up a negative dynamic that doesn’t necessar-

ily promote families’ willingness to help; it can even make a situation 

adversarial. Families need to know that you have their kids’ best interest 

at heart, and recognizing and reaching out to share positive experiences 

helps to do just that.

The extreme circumstance of the COVID-19 pandemic has made pos-

itive and communicative relationships with families more important than 

ever. Being true partners in educating children requires good relationships. 

You can bring families into the learning space by creating YouTube chan-

nels that share learning experiences in addition to the websites or online 

classrooms facilitated by your district. Families should be privy to what 

goes on during the school day at any time, not just during a crisis. 
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Additionally, schools can enlist cultural liaisons, whose important 

role is explained by Sarah W. Nelson and Patricia L. Guerra (2011) in 

their newsletter about cultural proficiency: 

Educators in schools serving large populations of culturally diverse 

students often have backgrounds that differ from the students and 

families they serve. This cultural mismatch can make developing strong 

school-community relationships a challenge. One strategy for address-

ing this concern is the use of a cultural liaison. A cultural liaison is 

someone who has standing within a community culture group and is 

willing to serve as a link between the community and the school. A cul-

tural liaison helps school personnel better understand the values and 

norms of the community and helps community members negotiate the 

structures of the school system. (p. 57)

Teacher-Leadership Relationships

A big part of school culture plays out in hallways, administrative offices, 

and meeting spaces. Your relationships with peers and school and 

district leaders can model for students what to do or what not to do in 

some situations. Furthermore, because schools or districts often dictate 

which assessments must be given and how, as well as what data are to 

be collected, having positive relationships with key decision makers is 

essential to making sure that you are supported in the choices you make 

to best serve your students.

Ultimately, the better your relationships with building and district 

leaders, the more inclined you will be to speak out about the needs of 

your learners and advocate on their behalf. When relationships at this 

level break down, students and families may get misleading or conflict-

ing messages that can only complicate the learning process. Presenting 

a strong, cohesive front for students and the community allows systems 

and the people within them to focus their time on learning rather than 

on dispelling misconceptions.

Leadership can promote positive relationships by having open-door 

policies and inviting teacher feedback related to school or districtwide 

initiatives. Just as in classroom communities, voices need to be honored 
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and respected in the wider school community. Rather than having a 

culture in which directives are created at the top and then passed down 

without input, districts need to invite the voices of those who do the 

daily work and listen to their feedback. These open dialogues will make 

for more open and trusting relationships that will also help teachers 

improve through their observations and other initiatives. When teachers 

trust their leaders and leaders trust their teachers, kids win. 

If leadership also provides opportunities for teachers to work 

together and strengthen their ties, the results can include clearer under-

standings of the characteristics of grade-level and content-area mastery. 

Teachers need time to work together, build their own collegial relation-

ships, and come to consensus about what successful learning looks like 

so that all students are getting the same message.

Developing a Sense of Belonging 
and Honoring Differences

Although the concept has been touched upon throughout this chapter, 

it is important to directly acknowledge and discuss the idea of “belong-

ing.” Equitable learning spaces ensure that all participants have what 

they need to be successful, honoring not only academic needs but also 

social and emotional ones. 

In their book Belonging Through a Culture of Dignity, Floyd Cobb and 

John Krownapple (2019) define belonging as 

the extent to which people feel appreciated, validated, accepted, and 

treated fairly within an environment (e.g., school, classroom, or work). 

When students feel that they belong, they aren’t worried and distracted 

about being treated as a stereotype or a thin slice of their multidi-

mensional identities (Willms, 2000). Instead, they are confident that 

they are seen as a human being, a person of value. Belonging isn’t just 

a nice sentiment or a word on a Hallmark greeting card. It’s a need 

that’s hardwired into human beings. Like neglecting the need for food 

or water, neglecting belonging is hazardous to our health. In fact, it’s 

lethal. (p. 43)
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We should never ask students or teachers to omit a part of who they 

are so that they can be successful in our spaces. Instead, we need to find 

a way to embrace each person’s identity and then use it for the benefit of 

the person and the shared space. This approach is especially applicable 

to the learning opportunities we provide for students. It is easy to create 

an assignment that may hit on particular content but doesn’t allow for 

students to show everything they know on the topic; such an assignment 

could promote anxiety and frustration. Being aware of the needs of our 

learners helps us to develop assignments and assessment opportunities—

whether they are projects or exams—that provide opportunities for voice 

and choice and support student success.

In my early career, before I had the teaching chops I needed to 

develop, I was fortunate to meet students who helped me become a 

better person. In my second year, I met a young woman whose back-

ground was quite different from mine. She was 17 years old, preparing 

for an arranged marriage, as was customary in her culture, and trying to 

come to terms with her sexuality. Of course, I didn’t know most of that 

at the time. I just knew that she took refuge in my classroom, and when I 

needed a senior to volunteer to take control of the yearbook production, 

she responded. 

We often had frank conversations about her family and her fears, 

and she often humored my incessant curiosity and tried to help me be 

less ignorant. I was quite young then, maybe 24, so we were almost the 

same age but living different lives. (We could have been friends at the 

time, and in fact, after she graduated we stayed in touch, and I would call 

her a friend now.) A closeness developed between us as she shared her 

art and her stories while we worked on the layout of the yearbook, and 

when she came out to me, I could only be supportive, knowing that her 

family wouldn’t be. 

Later she told me that few people had ever really listened to her and 

made her feel heard at that point in her life. My willingness to accept 

her as she was, without judgment, made it possible for her to speak 

her truth. I am grateful that I could be that person for her and hope 

that throughout the rest of my life I have the continued grace to see 
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opportunities to build these kinds of relationships and help all feel that 

they belong, no matter what.

Another person who comes to mind is a young student who was 

designated male at birth but who identified as female. She came from a 

very religious family who would not accept her as a woman. She came to 

school each day and changed into the clothing she felt comfortable in; 

as a school, we sought to make her feel welcome and protected. Every-

one treated her with respect and love, especially knowing the challenges 

she faced at home. When she was old enough to move out, the guidance 

counselor and I ensured she had a safe place to go and helped ensure 

she graduated so she could go on with her life beyond school.

I mention these stories because they illustrate that students need 

to feel safe before they can learn. When they feel like they belong, we 

strengthen their ability to feel empowered and further develop their sense 

of self. Later in this book, you will read about how traditional assessment 

practices and testing greatly diminish how students feel about themselves 

and their willingness to even participate in learning. Educational insti-

tutions have an obligation to develop students not only academically 

but also emotionally and socially; we can do that by ensuring a sense 

of belonging in the relationships we develop. The vignette that follows 

describes the experience of Jessica Cimini-Samuels, a middle school sci-

ence teacher in New York City schools, in creating a safe place for students.

Forming an LGBTQ+ Student Alliance 

Several years ago in our staff meetings, we began to have frequent dis-

cussions about how we were meeting the needs of our “subgroups” of 

students, both academically and emotionally. We would discuss different 

racial groups, students with IEPs, the “bottom third,” and low-income 

students. I was always the voice at the table saying, “And our LGBTQ 

students!” Everyone would nod and agree. Then we would continue the 

conversation around all of our subgroups except the LGBTQ students. 

They were such a mixed group academically, racially, economically, 
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and emotionally that no one really knew where to begin. We all knew 

we had students that were coming out and many others that were still 

figuring out their sexuality and identity. But no one knew the best way to 

support these students.

I thought and thought about what I could do, and finally decided 

that we needed to give these students a safe space and a voice. I wanted 

to provide them with a place where they could feel comfortable being 

themselves and where they could find other students that were going 

through similar life experiences. I wanted to show them that our build-

ing was filled with allies and was a place that would love and accept 

them, so in September I approached my administrators about starting 

an LGBTQ+ Student Alliance. They approved, and up went the rainbow 

posters. In October we had our first meeting, and it was a huge success. 

We would start each meeting with a time for sharing, and early in our 

meetings, one student shared that she was happy to know she wasn’t 

alone. That made it all worth it. I wanted all of my beautiful Rainbow 

Warriors to know that they were seen, accepted, and loved. The LGBTQ+ 

Student Alliance has been a huge step to making that happen.

In the months since starting the club, I have noticed a shift in school 

culture. The most important change is that students that are LGBTQ+ 

seem to feel more comfortable expressing their sexuality to teachers 

and other students. At the midpoint of the year, a student told the club 

that though he had publicly identified as female previously, he was 

ready to identify as male to the school community. We were able to 

have open and frank conversations about his transition. Other adults in 

the building felt comfortable talking to the student about it, and when 

they didn’t, they would talk to me. The students in the club told me 

that other students would ask them questions about the club that were 

curious but respectful. There was an open dialogue happening, which is 

exactly what I had hoped for. Change and acceptance are happening in 

our school community, allowing our LGBTQ+ students to feel supported 

and accepted, which has also spilled over into the way they participate 

and engage in class. Developing a truly accepting community where 

students feel they belong allows them to bring their whole selves to 
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their learning. Teachers with this knowledge also have an opportunity 

to adjust their assessments based on what they know of these students, 

ensuring that language is inclusive and assessment design doesn’t unin-

tentionally cause harm.

—Jessica Cimini-Samuels, middle school science teacher and LGBTQ+ Student Alliance 
advisor at Marsh Avenue Expeditionary Learning School, Staten Island, New York

Final Thoughts

Entire books have been written about the importance of developing rela-

tionships in schools and the impact those relationships have on learn-

ing. Because assessment is an essential component of learning, it makes 

sense that this book’s focus on developing better assessment practices 

that consider the whole child should begin with a discussion of relation-

ship building.

 Relationships lay the groundwork for how we develop learning 

spaces. Simply put, if we don’t take the time to build the various essen-

tial relationships that make schools tick, then we greatly hinder our 

ability to do our jobs well, regardless of which role we have—student, 

teacher, leader, parent/caregiver, advocate, and so on. In building these 

important relationships, we will learn what success means for individual 

students. Knowing what they require to be successful and how best to 

address areas in need of improvement will enable us to develop more 

effective and personalized assessments. We should be aiming for stu-

dents to develop mastery in the skills related to our courses as well as 

the content they will need as building blocks for future learning. The 

more developed our relationships are, the more willing students will 

be to share challenges, take risks, and engage with their own learning, 

eliminating fear as an impediment because they know we have their best 

interests in our hearts.
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M Reflection Questions

1. How do I develop meaningful, trusting relationships with 

students?

2. How do I nurture student relationships to foster a culture of 

belonging and social awareness?

3. How do my own learning preferences contribute to the way 

I teach?

4. What structures do I have in place to develop connections with 

families and communities?
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