
Caption Title

Detail about Image Detail about Image Detail 

about Image Detail about Image



INSTRUMENTS of
EMPOWERMENT
AND DIALOGUE

Prompts for Intervention, 
Accountability, and Opportunity
within Educational Ecosystems
 
Christopher Lopez 

DATES
September 2016 – May 2017

    

LOCATION
New York, NY

    

THESIS ADVISORS
Clive Dilnot, Elliott Montgomery,
and Lara Penin
    

WEBSITE
www.cchristopherlopezz.com

    



ABSTRACT

Instruments of Empowerment and Dialogue is an exploration of the current 
boundaries and possibilities of the student report card. This design proposal 
examines the artifact and its potential to be redesigned as a tool that promotes 
agency and prompts actionable dialogue for intervention, motivation, and 
partnership. The project uses research generated from field-literature, 
interviews, workshops, and artifact analyses to ground the reinvention of 
the report card into a variety of concepts and prototypes. The insights and 
outcomes generated from this work suggest a promising capacity for the 
project to be scaled and applied to a range of educational models and contexts.

This transdisciplinary thesis is a systems-level response to challenge the status 
quo of social promotion and educational inequities by using design to create 
the conditions necessary for fostering individual student success. The goal 
of the instrument, and the dialogues provoked, is to redraw communication 
and accountability lines within education systems, activate collaboration, and 
empower educators and parents to promote student progress.

“Knowledge is the most democratic source of power.” 
– Alvin Toffler



SOCIAL CONTEXT

Landscape Overview

The fourth goal of the United Nations’ 2030 Sustainable Development 
Goals focuses on education and equality: “Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.”1 
The international community has continued to cite the importance of 
education as a key ingredient for equity and development, given the wealth 
of supporting research, including evidence of a link between a country’s 
GDP and their educational outcomes.2 Although the United States has 
made meaningful strides in its educational institutions, quantitative and 
qualitative data reveal deep inconsistencies and inequalities across the 
system.

In 2016, the United States Department of Education reported the highest 
high school graduation rate ever (83.2%) for the nation.3 However, even 
with a record high school completion rate, only a third of high school seniors 
are considered prepared for college, based on data from the most recent 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) - a well-respected 
benchmark test taken by a diverse sample of students to understand 
national achievement trends.4 Simultaneously, many schools and their 
students, especially those in low-income communities, are also challenged 
by legacies of poverty and racism. Research suggests that education can be 
the single most important tool for creating social mobility and eradicating 
poverty.5 Unfortunately, the overwhelming inequalities, inefficiencies, and 
injustices within our education system have created a complicated network 
of processes that do not guarantee students and their families a fair or 
successful learning experience.

The average student will spend 25,200 hours (or 1,050 days) in a classroom 
by the time they graduate from high school. After thirteen years of school, 
students should ideally be prepared to go onto higher education, or at 
a minimum, solve basic math functions and read at their grade level. 
Unfortunately, the U.S. system does not consistently produce these results. 
In 2015, 25% of high school seniors (12th grade) across the country scored 
at or above the ‘Proficient’ level in math, including 3% who scored at the 
‘Advanced’ level.6  Just 37% of 12th graders across the country scored at or 
above the ‘Proficient’ level in reading in 2015, including 6% who scored at 
the ‘Advanced’ level.7



Higher percentages of achievement, as shown in the table above, between 
racial groups hint at the deep inequalities within the broader system for 
students of color.8 Additional studies have captured the decrease in reading 
levels amongst low-income communities9 and the dramatically poor access 
to books for students in poverty.10 These disparities help maintain the large 
differences in performance between low-income minority students and their 
peers, known as the “achievement gap.” This divide has continued to persist 
over time, even with increased national attention and funding.

These outcomes take an additional toll on any educational stakeholder or U.S. 
taxpayer. The rates of high school graduates who immediately enroll in college, 
in total and by race, are steadily increasing.11 However, an estimated sixty 
percent of college students are required to enroll in remedial coursework in their 
first semester, which costs taxpayers an estimated seven billion annually.12 This 
reality highlights the consequences and severity of the achievement gap. The 
outcomes may also suggest a lowered bar of rigor for graduation, inflated data, 
ineffective benchmarks, and/or disconnected college-prep curriculum.

“Social promotion,” the advancement of students to the next grade without 
sufficient academic performance, puts additional pressure on the system 
by moving unprepared students forward without foolproof support plans 
or resources, especially for minority students in low-income communities.13 
The polarized debate and unpopularity of social promotion make specific 
research challenging because of a lack of data. Schools are not eager to track 
or admit to the practice. Still, evidence can found by examining performance 
trends over time with achievement levels by graduation.14 Even though the 
strategy of social promotion has been found to be ineffective, the process is 
much more complicated in practice because of pressures and decision power: 
“Teachers do not like social promotion, but they are ambivalent about retaining 
students. Ninety-four percent of teachers in a recent survey agreed with the 
statements: ‘...promoting students who are not truly prepared creates a burden 
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for the receiving teachers and classmates. 
Automatic promotion inevitably brings 
down standards and impedes education.’ 
Yet, fifty-four percent of those same 
teachers indicated that they had promoted 
unprepared students in the past year.”15 
In many cases the decision seems to 
be out of one’s control. The negative 
effects of social promotion easily extends 
beyond a student’s future performance, 
which is at a greater risk, and onto their 
families, teachers, and future schools and 
employers.16 Because this practice is more 
prevalent among low-income and minority 
communities, where performance and 
resources are already dire, the cycle of the 
achievement gap continues to exacerbate 
while more graduates exit unprepared for 
higher-education and the workforce.

We are indebted to educators who 
relentlessly persevere and challenge 
the system everyday, however these 
pervasive issues are too broad and deep 
to fix with talent, funding, or policy alone. 
The growing trends of unprepared college 
students, the ‘achievement gap’ and social 
promotion have created a variety of stress 
points across the United States education 
system that undermine the progress 

of our society and the promise of equal 
opportunity. “Because America’s racial and 
ethnic minorities are the fastest-growing 
sectors in the country and they make up 
a disproportionately large segment of the 
economically poor population, tending to 
their educational needs is in everyone’s 
interest. The level of their educational 
achievements will dramatically affect the 
future of our nation.” 17



A PERSONAL INVESTMENT

In the fall of 2010, I became Mr. Lopez, an eighth grade social studies teacher 
on the far Southside of Chicago, IL. Valencia was one of my first students and 
quickly grew on me. She was eager to learn and always armed with a question. 
Teaching her was a joy but I often worried about her. In practice, she was a great 
student: perfect attendance, 100% homework completion, and no behavior 
issues. Her performance, however, did not match her effort. Valencia was 
reading below her grade level and her writing responses and comprehension 
skills were weak. She struggled with nonfiction texts and articulating critical 
thoughts, a minimum expectation for understanding history and accessing 
content. When it was time to record grades for progress reports, I shared her 
honest failing grade. Even as a first year teacher, I believed that a passing grade 
would have been a dishonest service to Valencia, her family and her future.

The reaction from Valencia and her family was uncomfortable for me. Revealing 
Valencia’s shortcomings and performance challenges was one of the toughest 
conversations in my career, and it sadly happened too often. Valencia was one 
of dozens of students with this reality, one of thousands of pupils whom are in 
a grade that they are unprepared for. As a first year teacher in a low-income 
neighborhood, I planned to have students that were academically behind but 
it was impossible to be fully prepared for the weight and severity of the larger 
system that I encountered.

Sadly, in the United States, a student’s zip code often determines his or her life 
prospects.18 Poverty, race, and privilege all impact students and their schools.19 
These invisible pressures have incredible reach over academic performance and 
community health. It was Valencia and my amazing colleagues who inspired me 
to prioritize building relationships with parents in order to uncover these larger 
contexts. I repeatedly learned that no parent wants anything but success for 
their child and that educational success begins with communication. Valencia 
and her family forced me to consider what might be different if her parent 
had a more holistic picture of her progress all along, and how that might have 
positively influenced Valencia’s future.
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TRANSDISCIPLINARY APPROACH

Opportunity Framing

Education is one of the very few equalizers in society, yet it remains one of the 
most rigid and unchanged systems in America. With more complex and heavier 
global challenges, it will require generations of highly educated, more innovative 
and creative thinkers to sustain our world. If the ideal outcome of our education 
system is to graduate intellectual, engaged and creative learners who can 
thrive as productive adults, how can we use design as a process, a craft, and an 
approach to create the conditions necessary to meet that criteria?

In education, the stakes are high. There is mass-participation and the systems 
that govern its operations are multi-layered and complex. When there are 
severe large-scale challenges such as underprepared graduates and widespread 
inequality, it’s difficult to trace all of the causalities and accountability. While 
technology, data and national achievement benchmarks have helped to track 
and monitor students, we know they are not foolproof solutions. Even before 
low-performance and dropout rates, we still lose thousands of students to our 
own system who become stunted, left behind, unmotivated or uninspired.

It is unfair to discredit the meaningful progress educators have made over the 
last century, yet as a collective we have been unable to create consistent results 
for the majority of students. We lack a more elastic and comprehensive system 
that prompts deep dialogue about the performance, health, and imagination of 
our students.

At the core of our education system are students, their families and the 
educators. Their strong collaboration can make all the difference, even in the 
face of injustices. The opportunity then, is to create, encourage and capitalize 
on critical dialogue about student performance in order to better understand 
and support students to progress.

System Mapping

To understand the United States’ educational system and its various models 
and stakeholders, examine the journey of an average public school student. 
In the United States, all children begin Kindergarten at about age five. From 
this point, cohorts of students are grouped by age, and spend thirteen years 
in public school. Individual states and schools are commonly responsible for 
deciding student promotion. Many use a variety of criteria to make the decision, 
such as performance benchmarks and grades.



There are many actors in the educational 
ecosystem, at varying degrees of control 
and impact. In order to better visualize 
this complexity, I worked with former 
colleagues to chart the stakeholders by 
their levels of perceived influence on the 
larger education system, and by their 
distance from the day to day realities of 
the classroom. This exercise illuminated 
an interesting portrait of the power 
dynamics in public education. In particular, 
it prompts questions about where influence 
means oversight versus autonomy. There 
are no quick answers but current policy 
leaves many decisions to local leadership 
positions including superintendents, 
principals, and school boards. The decisions 
range from operations (budgets, staff, and 
most curricula) to matters that affect an 
individual student (grades, promotion, and 
reporting). This insight is not revolutionary 
however it is significant because it outlines 
the potential boundaries and opportunities 
for intervention at a specific scale and 
distance.

Every 26 seconds in the United States, 
a student drops out of school.20 This 
crisis suggests a variety of missed 
opportunities, weak collaboration, 
inequitable resources, and poor 
communication. Dropout rates are 
highest in low-income communities and 
among students of color.21 Studies have 
indicated that the risk of dropping out 
begins as early as the elementary years 
but elevates in middle school.22 The risk 
can be predicted by a range of factors: “In 
high-poverty schools, if a sixth grade child 
attends less than 80 percent of the time, 
receives an unsatisfactory behavior grade 
in a core course, or fails math or English, 
there is a 75 percent chance that they will 
later drop out of high school — absent 
effective intervention.”23

Middle school is a crucial window to help 
pivot at-risk students to stay on track 
and in school. “While early childhood is 
critical, the most treacherous time for 
young African-American and Latino men 

is from ages 11 to 21. At the very moment 
they are the most developmentally 
vulnerable, the response from schools, 
foster care, the health system and child 
protective services gets weaker, while 
the response from the justice system is 
harsher. Their family responsibilities grow, 
and their neighborhoods turn meaner. 
Their middle and high school experience 
becomes make or break.”24

Although quality schools matter, they are 
not the only drivers of academic success 
and performance. Studies have proven the 
significance of non-educational variables, 
such as poverty, violence, trauma, and 
systemic racism. and their impact on 
student performance.25 These external 
forces disproportionately challenge 
low-income and minority communities  
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however they can be inferior against parent involvement. “Parental involvement in 
education is critical to academic success. Children whose parents are involved in their 
education earn higher grades, have higher test scores, attend school more regularly, 
complete more homework, demonstrate a better attitude and better behavior, graduate 
from high school at higher rates, and are more likely to go on to higher education than 
do children whose parents are less involved.”26 But many parents, especially those with 
a lower socioeconomic status, remain uninvolved because of limiting circumstances, 
intimidation, and feelings of helplessness. 

Parents are not unwilling to be involved, however. Most parents care about their 
student’s education but many aren’t sure how to help. A recent study from Public 
Agenda reported that “65 percent of parents surveyed said they wished they could be 
doing more when it comes to involvement in their child’s education.”27 However, for 
families to be successfully involved in a student’s success there must be strong and 
active two-way communication loops.

United States Education System Stakeholder Map
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STUDENT REPORT CARDS
WITHIN THE STRUCTURE AND DIRECTON OF

THE AMERICAN EDUCATION SYSTEM

Juniors use report cards and transcripts
to support their college applications

Seniors use report cards to claim
college credits and apply for

scholarships or jobs

7/8th graders in some school districts
must use their report cards to support

their HS applications

In 4th grade, there is a shift from
“learning to read” to

“reading to learn.” Students who
are not at grade level are
at risk if there is not

an intervention.

Christopher Lopez (2017)

The average American student will
receive 52 report cards across their

educational experience.



Although every school district is different, 
the average report card is sent home four 
times a year. Most schools also commit 
to sending home progress reports in 
between official report cards. In theory, 
this system helps to keep a family 
informed about their student’s academic 
standing and tracks a running record of 
progress. Depending on a student’s grade 
and location, the report card can have 
different functions such as supporting 
university and scholarship applications, 
or even claiming college credits. In some 
urban areas, report cards are used for 
admission decisions into selective middle/
high schools or to evaluate entry to gifted 
and talented programs.

Most report cards use grades as a 
representative code for a student’s 
achievement. Teachers are often 
responsible for creating their own 
grading policies and determining final 
grades. This localized autonomy prevents 
consistency and allows for variation in 
a grade’s meaning. For example, a “B” in 
one math class may not be the same as 
a “B” in another math class, even within 
the same school. Grades are often the 
combination of performance scores, 
progress evaluations, personal judgement, 
and even behavior or effort. For parents 
and students, this system can create 
misunderstandings about the current 
academic strength of a student while 
muddling their progress. The disconnect 
can often reveal itself when end-of-year 
scores on standardized state exams don’t 
match the grades of a student.

These stakeholder trends and the dismal 
student achievement rates suggest 
that the report card’s function as a 
communication tool is outdated and 
may over-simplify the complex nuances 
in students and their learning. We must 
ask: who is left out from this tool? What 
information is missing? What dialogues 
do we want to facilitate? The value of 
parent involvement and the potential 

of good communication between 
educational stakeholders presents a prime 
opportunity to redesign the report card 
for improved dialogue and agency.

TRANSDISCIPLINARY THESIS

Hypothesis

For decades, school systems have 
used report cards as communication 
artifacts that share the achievement of 
students using subjective grading scales. 
Unfortunately, the majority of these 
documents use unclear evaluation systems 
and lack opportunities for parent and 
student agency. However, the widespread 
use and familiarity of the artifact positions 
the tool as a prime vehicle for design to 
intervene and propose an alternative 
instrument.

Just as inadequate design helps the 
report card reinforce the status-quo, 
more thoughtful and collaborative design 
can result in a revised instrument: one of 
empowerment, with the capacity to create 
critical dialogues and opportunities for 
support and partnership. When students 
and their families are equipped with 
balanced and holistic student performance 
information, they are more capable of 
staying engaged and have more agency to 
play an active role in a student’s progress.

The potential of this redesigned artifact 
as an instrument of empowerment and 
dialogue may create new opportunities 
for intervention, accountability, and 
opportunity within educational ecosystems. 
It may also help shift the educational 
outcomes of students in underprivileged 
communities by generating new energy and 
activism for equity and social-justice. 





Current Artifact Analysis

My exploration into the report card’s context 
and value began with conversations I had with 
educators and students from my personal 
network. Through these discussions, I gained 
an understanding of the attitudes towards 
report cards, and discussed the challenges 
and opportunities of the current versions. The 
interviews revealed conflicting expectations 
about the use of report cards, and the 
essential content and information they should 
include.

Among the sample of parents that I 
interviewed, there was a clear desire to 
understand their child’s progress and 
challenges in an efficient way. There was 
also consensus for a more holistic portrait 
of their student, including their character 
and attitudes. Parents did express a desire 
to understand how their student compared 
against other students but preferred the 
comparison in relation to grade-level 
status and overall progress, not necessarily 
achievement. All interviewed parents cared 
for more information about their students, 
not less. “Give me everything that I can read. 
Even if I don’t read it all, I want to have it,” one 
parent from New York City expressed.

Past and current teachers that were 
interviewed agreed that the report card was 
an imperfect tool but supported its use for 
documentation. “Now that you’re asking 
me, I do think [the report card] fails to really 
motivate parents to get involved. Besides 
occasional comments, it doesn’t include any 
real resources,” a middle school teacher from 
Chicago shared. When asked what the most 
limiting factor of good reporting was, the only 
answer was time. “The work doesn’t stop for 
grading or report cards. There’s a zillion other 
things expected from teachers everyday.” 
Technology did not appear to help teachers 
communicate with parents. “We have an 
online tool that parents and kids can use to 
check their grades in real time but many of 
them don’t use it. A lot of families don’t have 
stable internet or phone plans. I know some 

parents who use it a lot but some then think 
they don’t have to be involved or present 
because they already know the grades. It can 
be a curse.” Three other interviewed teachers 
shared similar comments about a digital 
privilege divide and a lack of digital literacy. 

I also interviewed some of my former 
students (now ages 20-22) in addition 
to current middle school and high school 
students. All agreed that they were invested 
in their grades and report cards but differed 
on the purpose. One student said, “It’s meant 
for colleges, eventually. But if you don’t go 
to college, it’s just for your parents to see if 
you’re doing good or bad.” Another shared, 
“It’s to show your grades. That’s it.” When 
asked about what was missing, the majority 
of students said teacher comments and 
feedback. During the interview, one New York 
City middle school student brought his report 
card out of his pocket and said, “See! There 
isn’t anything here except one teacher said 
I have good behavior.” Finally, most of the 
students interviewed said they were not able 
to tell if they were making progress on their 
current report cards, besides using increases/
decreases in their final grades.

The insights from the interviews were not 
surprising after an extensive artifact analysis 
of over 40 report cards from across the 
country, the oldest from 1963. The artifact 
analysis revealed a lack of significant changes 
in content and design over time and across 
states. The typical report card is void of any 
significant graphic design or information 
architecture. Many resemble bank statements 
and excel sheets. The majority of reports only 
included topical information such as grades 
and limited comments. Less than a quarter 
had some version of a character evaluation. 
A few included reading levels and past high-
stakes test scores. Only three reports had 
information about the student’s promotion 
status and less than half had customized 
information for parents and students, such as 
reading recommendations or online tools. No 
cards had any inclusion of a student’s voice.
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Using the artifacts, I constructed a map of the content elements by positioning them 
according to their required time for input by a school or a teacher, and then by the 
potential agency a parent or student would gain from that element. For example, a 5-6 
sentence comment could require more input time but could likely give a family more 
context about the student’s performance in order to act. Alternatively, a letter grade 
without any further explanation or content might require less input time but also has 
less potential to create agency. This exercise was meant to crystalize the menu of 
content options while identifying the elements with the most potential for a significant 
return-on-investment. After working with educators to collaboratively arrange the map, 
some of the most critical variables to emerge were feedback cycles, progress visibility, 
student narratives, individual reading levels, and grading transparency. 

Artifact Analysis - Report Card Elements Map
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System, Artifact & User Insights

y Report Cards have different functions and 
values at different points in a student’s 
educational journey. At some junctures, 
they have more value than a large-scale 
test, such as when applying to high schools 
or colleges.

y Report cards are the most common and 
consistent tool used to communicate 
student progress to families.

y Inputs to report cards vary greatly across 
grade levels, districts and states. There is 
no common framework beyond normalized 
systems such as letter/numerical grades.

y In most cases, local boards and districts 
have the authority to decide what is 
included in report cards. 

y The report card extends beyond a single 
term or single academic year. Universities, 
technical schools, scholarships and some 
selective schools use report cards for 
important decisions.

y Grades are the primary variable used to 
determine promotion and grant graduation.

y Grades and scores are often misinterpreted 
and do not fully or clearly explain a 
student’s achievement or progress.

y There is a vast difference in how teachers 
and schools determine grades and their 
scales. An “A” in one math class is likely 
different from an “A” in another math class 
in the same school.

y Student achievement and potential 
increases with parent involvement and 
engagement. Strong communication is 
essential for creating and maintaining 
student progress.

y Stakeholders have a differing opinions of 
what is considered essential content to 
include, who the audience is and what the 
purpose is.

y Parents want more information rather than 
less, including simple ways to interpret 
their student’s progress at grade-level and 
overall.

y Parents value information on son/
daughter’s engagement and character 
profile equally to academic achievement.

y Teachers believe the report card is 
imperfect but necessary.

y Teachers have limited time that may 
impact their capacity for report card input.

y Most student are invested in their grades 
and report cards but believe they are not 
the intended audience.

y Students desire more comments and 
narratives from teachers.

y Digital privilege and literacy can limit 
access to information and partnership.



Criteria

Paper-first delivery. Although the 
instrument will be available digitally, it 
is imperative that the tool created for 
paper delivery first. This helps to include 
the scope of users who are not digitally 
privileged or literate. This criterion also 
provides the opportunity for families to 
save the artifacts as souvenirs.

A flexible instrument. All schools and 
communities have their own values, 
needs, and contexts. The instrument 
should be malleable and proposed as a 
menu of content options for with ultimate 
choices matched to specific school 
contexts.

Provides balanced and holistic student 
portraits. The revised tool should 
effectively present a holistic narrative 
of a student’s progress, achievements, 
and evaluations. While it is necessary 
to include quantitative data for 
communicating objective performance, 
the instrument must also be balanced 
with qualitative intel about a student’s 
growth and progress. This holistic portrait 
is essential for revealing opportunities to 
support students.

Strives for visual simplicity and 
maximum accessibility. The instrument 
must be visually accessible, attractive, 
and well organized in order to create 
maximum usability for all stakeholders. 
Additionally, the instrument must be 
available in a variety of languages 
and written without overly complex 
vocabulary.

No change in input requirements for 
teachers. The instrument must not require 
drastic changes in the already limited 
time available to educators. Rather, the 
instrument should work within existing 
administrative/grading systems and be 
efficient.

Design Goals

This design concept is situated in 
between the classroom and a student’s 
ecosystem. The project aims to propose a 
tool that reframes what and how schools 
communicate student learning and 
progress.

Instruments of Empowerment and 
Dialogue leverages collaborative design 
methods in order to reconfigure the 
report card as a vehicle for creating 
critical conversations and agency within a 
student’s educational network. 

The goal of the instrument, and the 
dialogues provoked, is to redraw 
communication and accountability lines 
within education systems, activate 
collaboration, and empower educators 
and parents to promote student progress. 
The revised tool presents a balanced and 
holistic profile of student performance 
and development to reveal opportunities 
for support and partnership.

This transdisciplinary thesis is a systems-
level response to challenge the status 
quo of social promotion and educational 
inequities by using design to create 
the conditions necessary for fostering 
individual student success.

The project aims to 
propose a tool that 
reframes what and how 
schools communicate 
student learning and 
progress.
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PRECEDENTS +  
PARTICIPATORY METHODS

Precedents

Redesigning the communication tools and 
report cards of a school is not a new idea. 
The advent of the internet and educational 
software has brought many districts 
to rethink how they communicate with 
families. Many large districts use student 
data management systems to collect 
information and connect with a student’s 
family. In New York City, the Department 
of Education uses a variety of services, 
such as Skedula and STARS, for gathering 
grades and attendance data from teachers. 
Parents and students can then access their 
grades and personal information using 
other services like PupilPath. Teachers have 
various options available for creating their 
customizing their grading policies according 
to weights and standards while also having 
access to a portfolio of student details. 
After data is submitted and confirmed 
with the NYC Department of Education 
(NYCDOE), schools can choose whether to 
use the NYCDOE standard report card or a 
different format.28

Although these systems offer a variety of 
tools and services to digitalize classroom 

data for more uses, they can be frustrating 
to users and continue to oversimplify 
student performance. “I don’t have a whole 
lot of love for Skedula, as it’s awkward, 
unreliable, and counter-intuitive,” one 
educator wrote on the blog, nyceducator.
com. “Another questionable feature 
of Skedula is that on the report cards, 
comments do not appear. I finally found out 
you have to hover over the grades to see 
them. You have to do so very deliberately, 
because if you don’t do it just right, they 
don’t appear. I had to ask my principal 
what happened to my comments. I have no 
idea how parents or students are going to 
know that, since there are no instructions 
whatsoever available. I’m very happy [the] 
admin at my school decided to issue paper 
report cards this semester,” the same 
teacher wrote. “I cannot rely on Skedula 
not to crap out, and I’m not sure about 
reliance on school internet either.”31 Not all 
educators dismiss these tools but many 
agree that they are imperfect and have only 
digitized grade books, not made the grading 
more effective. Additionally, the PEW 
research center reported that half of adults 
with incomes below $30,000 do not have 
home broadband services or a traditional 
computer and three-in-ten do not own a 
smartphone.32



Some districts have also experimented with changing report cards starting with their 
grading scale systems. Rather than using letter grades or numerical scales, some 
schools use evaluation codes or other metrics to report progress. This change can be 
hard for parents, especially if they are not involved in the process. Grades, especially 
letter grades, can’t be easily dismissed since many parents still trust and expect letter 
grades. Families in Cranston, Rhode Island were furious about the removal of letter 
grades from report cards and demanded a reversal.33 “We’ve seen 30 years of the A-B-C 
format,” one interviewed parent shared as she questioned the district’s decision.

LEFT

Source: NYC 

Department of 

Education30



Some schools that attempted to switch to portfolio-based or standards-
based cards have had similar fates because of parent confusion.34 These 
formats, parents argue, can be challenging to interpret while some worry 
that colleges and universities are also unable to easily use for admissions 
decisions.

The most notable precedent for this project is the Individual Education 
Plan (IEP) system. The IEP system used in U.S. school districts for students 
with learning and behavior challenges is an ideal process for creating a 
customized student learning path. Although IEPs are used for only those 
students with special needs, they include detailed observations and set 
clear goals. At each IEP meeting, students, their families, current teachers 
and support staff all discuss the progress of a student in relation to his or 
her IEP. This system is optimal, yet it is important to consider the legalities, 
accountability structures and time constraints (especially on teachers) 
necessary to execute a successful IEP. Additionally, there are a variety 
of formats and policies that create inconsistencies between IEP models. 
Therefore, not all IEP systems or tools are beneficial. Finally, schools with 
a high volume of IEP caseloads can become overwhelmed and if resources 
are tight, the system’s value may diminish. The amount of depth and 
customized narratives, however, make the IEP framework a valuable 
precedent for building a new instrument.

ABOVE

Source: New York State Department of Education





Approach

This collaborative reinvention is the product of participatory design 
methods including stakeholder interviews, expert workshops and co-
creation. Concepts and prototypes were tested with a variety of users in 
Chicago and New York City.

Before developing working prototypes, I explored the concept with a 
spectrum of stakeholders through a series of collaborative workshops and 
one-on-one creative sessions. These stakeholder sessions were held across 
the project’s development in order to debate and confirm the content 
concepts, resulting in a genuine collaboration. In these activities, the 
stakeholders helped to develop features and content ideas, such as how to 
communicate progress, the location of information, and the appropriate 
amount of depth for specific sections. The stakeholders also helped reveal 
content needs and opportunities, such as a character profile and feedback 
loops. Their insights and opinions about the purpose and goals of the tool 
helped ground and guide the direction of the initial prototypes.

BOTTOM LEFT

“Social Dreaming for Inclusivity” workshop, 

12/16. This workshop helped reveal and develop 

strategies for building growth mindsets

BOTTOM RIGHT

Stakeholder concepts, generated through 

workshops and one-on-one collaboration

sessions





Grade-Level
Promotion
Readiness Score

Grade-Level
College
Readiness Score

Performance Summary
.كتسردم ةرادإ بتكمب لاصتالا ىجري ةيبرعلا ةغللاب ريرقتلا اذه نم ةخسن ىلع لوصحلل

বাংলা ভাষার এ এই প্রতিবেদনের একটা সংস্করণ এর জন্য, আপনার উলি্ল্লখিত স্কুলের এর অফিসে যোগাযোগ করুন.

要获得此报告的中文版本，请联系您的学校办公室。

Communiquez avec le bureau de votre école pour obtenir une version de ce rapport en Français.

Kontakte biwo lekòl pitit ou a pou yon vèsyon de rapò sa a nan ayisyen kreyòl.

Связаться с офисом вашей школы для версии этого отчета на русском языке.

Comuníquese con la oficina de su escuela para obtener una versión de este informe en Español.

.ںیرک ہطبار ےس رتفد ےک لوکسا ےنپا ےئل ےک ےنرک لصاح نژرو ودرا
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CITY, STATE, ZIP

PHONE

FAX (f)

URL

2

Christopher is 
currently reading
at a 7th grade 
level, able to work 
through 5th grade 
math problems, and 
can write at a 6th 
grade level. He is 
currently on-track 
to be promoted to 
the 9th grade.

STATE STANDARDS

State Reading Standards:
In progress to meet

State Math Standards:
Already meeting

State Writing Standards:
Exceeding

Q1 PARENT TEACHER CONFERENCES: 11/22/17

Absences:  3 (2%)

Tardies:   2

Demerits:  2

Suspensions: 0

8/10

7/10

Student: Christopher Lopez
Student ID: 78124423
Grade: 8
Homeroom Teacher: Mrs. Shannon
GPA: 3.7
Quarter (Qtr): 1 - F2017



Academic Profile

3

Final Grades are determined using STUDENT F-NAME’s scores, skill levels and their work/study-habits evaluation. Every teacher provides their 
grading structure so you can see STUDENT F-NAME’s performance in each category. You may contact STUDENT F-NAME’s instructors directly 
for more information about their scales, policies or to request more detailed reports, including a standards-based report.

Grading/ Scores Key
A = 90% - 100%

B = 80% - 89%

C = 70% - 79%

D = 65% - 69%

F = 64% or lower

I = Incomplete

M = Missing

NC = No Credit

NX = New Student

** = See Admin

1 = Not Mastered (F)

2 = Below Mastery (P) 

3 = Mastery (P)

4 = Above Mastery (P)

Comments & Recommendations
Teachers are encouraged to provide personal 
comments and remarks about each student’s 
performance, using quantitative and qualitative 
evidence when possible. Additionally, teachers 
should provide actionable feedback and any 
recommendations that might support the student.

NEXT MILESTONE:  CONTEXT CONTEXT CONTEXT ##/##/## A: ###   T: ###

(10%)
Work/Study 
Habits

###

(30%)
Skills & Tasks

######
Z+

(60%)
Assessments

###
QTR Final 

Exam

###

Current Mastery Progress Trend
StudentFirstName: Status
2016 National Peers: Status

Final Grades
Q1: ###  Q2: ###  Q3: ###  Q4: ###  EoY: ###

TEACHER // TEACHEREMAIL@psXX.NYC.EDU

Class Subject
Class Subject

Class 
Leader

Let’s 
Meet

Tardy
Issue

Strong 
Progress

Comments & Recommendations
Teachers are encouraged to provide personal 
comments and remarks about each student’s 
performance, using quantitative and qualitative 
evidence when possible. Additionally, teachers 
should provide actionable feedback and any 
recommendations that might support the student.

NEXT MILESTONE:  CONTEXT CONTEXT CONTEXT ##/##/## A: ###   T: ###

(10%)
Work/Study 
Habits

###

(30%)
Skills & Tasks

######
Z+

(60%)
Assessments

###
QTR Final 

Exam

###

Current Mastery Progress Trend
StudentFirstName: Status
2016 National Peers: Status

Final Grades
Q1: ###  Q2: ###  Q3: ###  Q4: ###  EoY: ###

TEACHER // TEACHEREMAIL@psXX.NYC.EDU

Class Subject
Class Subject

Way to 
go!

Creative 
Thinker

High 
Scores!

Making
Progress

Comments & Recommendations
Teachers are encouraged to provide personal 
comments and remarks about each student’s 
performance, using quantitative and qualitative 
evidence when possible. Additionally, teachers 
should provide actionable feedback and any 
recommendations that might support the student.

NEXT MILESTONE:  CONTEXT CONTEXT CONTEXT ##/##/## A: ###   T: ###

(10%)
Work/Study 
Habits

###

(30%)
Skills & Tasks

######
Z+

(60%)
Assessments

###
QTR Final 

Exam

###

Current Mastery Progress Trend
StudentFirstName: Status
2016 National Peers: Status

Final Grades
Q1: ###  Q2: ###  Q3: ###  Q4: ###  EoY: ###

TEACHER // TEACHEREMAIL@psXX.NYC.EDU

Class Subject
Class Subject

Attend 
Tutoring

Teacher 
Concerns

See Web 
Resources

Time Mgmt 
Issue

Comments & Recommendations
Teachers are encouraged to provide personal 
comments and remarks about each student’s 
performance, using quantitative and qualitative 
evidence when possible. Additionally, teachers 
should provide actionable feedback and any 
recommendations that might support the student.

NEXT MILESTONE:  CONTEXT CONTEXT CONTEXT ##/##/## A: ###   T: ###

(10%)
Work/Study 
Habits

###

(30%)
Skills & Tasks

######
Z+

(60%)
Assessments

###
QTR Final 

Exam

###

Current Mastery Progress Trend
StudentFirstName: Status
2016 National Peers: Status

Final Grades
Q1: ###  Q2: ###  Q3: ###  Q4: ###  EoY: ###

TEACHER // TEACHEREMAIL@psXX.NYC.EDU

Class Subject
Class Subject

Behavior 
Concerns

Supplies 
Issue

Missing 
Work

Absence 
Issue



Character Profile
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This evaluation is not a grade or used for determining grades. This profile is also not meant to compare students with each other, or to be 

used as a diagnostic tool. The purpose of this profile is help students focus on their own growth and development. At the end of every marking 

period, students complete a self review of their social behaviors, working & learning habits and their attitudes. Their scores are shown next to the 

averaged score of the student’s teachers’ responses.

SCORE KEY 1 = Never   2 = Rarely   3 = Sometimes   4 = Often   5 = Always   * = No Score

This space is 
for STUDENT 
reflections 
and comments 
about their 
performance and 
challenges. They 
are encouraged 
to broady discuss their review of 
the marking period and share their 
personal perspective.

This 
space is for 
a TEACHER(S) 
reflections and 
comments about the 
student’s progress. They 
are encouraged to respond 
or acknowledge the STUDENT’S 
comments while sharing their own 
insights that can help contextualize the larger 
narrative of 
the student’s 
marking 

period.

This space is an 
OPTIONAL response 

section for parents/
gaurdians. Families 

may use this space 
to provide their own 

insights, ask questions, or 
provide feedback. If not 

formally returned, the 
framework can still be 

used as an agenda for 
parent/ teacher/ 
student 
meetings.

”

”

”
“

“
“

Social Behaviors

Consideration

Communication

Collaboration

Working/Learning

Time Management

Resourcefulness

Independence

Attitudes

Temperment

Optimism

Beyond-self 

SELF-SCORE    TEACHER AVG.

 #
#
#

#
#
#

SELF-SCORE    TEACHER AVG. SELF-SCORE    TEACHER AVG.

 #
#
#

#
#
#

 #
#
#

#
#
#



Action Agenda

5

This section outlines a customized set of opportunities for potential achievement in a specific subject area. Each course 
provides 1-2 actions that may help a student’s academic achievement. Contact the instructor for more information or 
questions about these opportunities, or for more resources and additional support.

Opportunity Actions
 - An algorithm will help determine the 

best possible path(s) for increasing a 

student’s overall grade, to be shown here.

 

 - Instructors can agree or insert their own 

comments for progress.

(10%)
Work/Study 
Habits

###

(30%)
Skills & Tasks

######
Z+

(60%)
Assessments

###
QTR Final 

Exam

###

TEACHER // TEACHEREMAIL@psXX.NYC.EDU

Class Subject
Class Subject

Opportunity Actions
 - An algorithm will help determine the 

best possible path(s) for increasing a 

student’s overall grade, to be shown here.

 - Instructors can agree or insert their own 

comments for progress.

(10%)
Work/Study 
Habits

###

(30%)
Skills & Tasks

######
Z+

(60%)
Assessments

###
QTR Final 

Exam

###

TEACHER // TEACHEREMAIL@psXX.NYC.EDU

Class Subject
Class Subject

Opportunity Actions
 - An algorithm will help determine the 

best possible path(s) for increasing a 

student’s overall grade, to be shown here.

 - Instructors can agree or insert their own 

comments for progress.

(10%)
Work/Study 
Habits

###

(30%)
Skills & Tasks

######
Z+

(60%)
Assessments

###
QTR Final 

Exam

###

TEACHER // TEACHEREMAIL@psXX.NYC.EDU

Class Subject
Class Subject

Opportunity Actions
 - An algorithm will help determine the 

best possible path(s) for increasing a 

student’s overall grade, to be shown here.

 - Instructors can agree or insert their own 

comments for progress.

(10%)
Work/Study 
Habits

###

(30%)
Skills & Tasks

######
Z+

(60%)
Assessments

###
QTR Final 

Exam

###

TEACHER // TEACHEREMAIL@psXX.NYC.EDU

Class Subject
Class Subject

Opportunity Actions
 - An algorithm will help determine the 

best possible path(s) for increasing a 

student’s overall grade, to be shown here.

 - Instructors can agree or insert their own 

comments for progress.

(10%)
Work/Study 
Habits

###

(30%)
Skills & Tasks

######
Z+

(60%)
Assessments

###
QTR Final 

Exam

###

TEACHER // TEACHEREMAIL@psXX.NYC.EDU

Class Subject
Class Subject



Student Narrative

6

This section should be 
prepared by the educator(s) 
who is most familiar with 
the student’s performance 
and character. This space 
is meant to provide a 
humanized and holistic 
commentary on the student’s 
overall progress and 
potential through a macro 
lens. The ideal narrative 
frames the student’s 
current status as a mirror 
for refl ection and action 
rather than a static review. 
The narrative should, above 
all, support the student’s 
success. (70w/445c)



Testing + Feedback

In total, the various prototypes have 
been tested with a collection of over 30 
educators, administrators, parents and 
students. The responses and feedback 
was overwhelmingly positive against 
the design goals and stakeholder needs/
expectations. Parents were specifically 
pleased with the balance of content, 
including the character profile and teacher 
narrative. The materiality and graphic 
design of the prototypes was also well 
received because of the tool’s size and 
simple aesthetics. Administrators all 
believed that the concept was feasible, 
but had questions about parent reception, 
costs and backend software. Teachers 
were satisfied with the content and 
information architecture, and confirmed 
the concept would not require additional 
time or energy if the backend system of 
the instrument could work within their 
current grading softwares and policies, 
or in Microsoft Excel. Students from ages 
12-22 were positive about the new design 
and agreed that they felt represented and 
included in the report card. They were 
eager to have customized versions.

The main concerns raised during user 
testing were the potential of information 
overload and the functionality and design 
of the software necessary to create 
this new instrument. The challenge of 
overwhelming information has continued 
to drive the prototypes towards more 
refined layouts and negative white 
space. Although I have not developed 
the backend software concept further, 
I consulted with a few engineers who 
confirmed that the process could be fairly 
minimal and potentially use a simple 
script that using Microsoft Excel and 
Adobe InDesign.

Overall, The prototype feedback has 
shown that the concept has a high level of 
potential value and impact. In April 2017, 
I traveled to Japan to present my thesis 

work at the International Baccalaureate 
Global Educator Conference. My session 
allowed me to present my thesis work 
in front of about 250 teachers and 
educational professionals from the 
IB community. Guests shared their 
admiration for the research and diagrams, 
the collaborative process used to generate 
and prioritize content, and the refreshed 
aesthetic and bright new look. Several 
guests contacted me after to discuss 
potential consulting work for their current 
reporting systems. During my Q&A, one 
participant shared that she was fond of 
how “wonderful it was to see design being 
used in education in a way she hadn’t 
considered.”

“We have to be honest with what we 
report to kids. This new report card may 
cause a few waves of shock, but over 
time if this is the right intervention, there 
would be a really helpful infrastructure in 
place to document the cracks and leave 
a paper trail that prevents anything from 
being a surprise.”
–Middle School Teacher, 11 years

“Grading policy is so scary to address 
but important. This new version could 
be an overload of information and time-
consuming to explain for parents, however 
this is far better than what currently 
exists. The artifact design is brilliant and 
incredibly strong.”
– NYC Public School Administrator/
Principal, 7 years

“This work is operating on multiple levels, 
simultaneously. While practical, this 
project is also beautifully transgressive 
in reframing our societal views on the 
value of personal growth, learning, 
and our whole selves as vital to the 
interdependence of healthy communities.” 
– John Bruce, Director of Strategic Design 
& Management (Parsons School of Design)



“I’m so impressed and excited about this. As a 
teacher, it’s really amazing to see this idea laid out. 
I think this could really start to change the process, 
narratives and outcomes of the system. It’s not 
easy- this is really hard, but I think this could be the 
tool to do it with and start moving things in a more 
productive direction for everyone.”

– Middle School Teacher, 12 years



THIS PAGE

User-testing a prototype with NYC public 

school students, grades 7-12



Next Steps

Instruments of Empowerment and Dialogue and Student Authoring 
will continue to be developed, tested, and refined. This thesis has 
inspired an additional concept meant for students who may not 
immediately benefit from a redesigned report card. Even kids in the 
most dire circumstances want a future, they just need to see the way 
to it. “Student Authoring,” is a toolkit designed to help students reflect, 
design and buy-into their own versions of success and best paths 
forward. The concept is separated into three phases and uses the 
following process: reflection > sense making > capturing conclusions > 
materializing/ expressing ideas. Using future modeling and reflective 
frameworks, we can help students form positive opinions about their 
future and show them a path to get there.

We all have a responsibility to help kids reflect on their work and selves 
in order to help them pivot themselves during challenges and thrive as 
independent learners, thinkers and doers. Using future modeling and 
reflective frameworks, we can help students form positive opinions 
about their future and show them a path to get there.

Visit www.cchristopherlopezz.com to follow the progress and future of 
Instruments of Empowerment and Dialogue and Student Authoring.

BELOW

Presenting my thesis work at the International Baccalaureate Global Educator Conference in 

Japan (April 2017)

http://www.cchristopherlopezz.com




CONCLUSIONS

Education is a gateway institution. A society’s collective educational 
achievement has immediate links to a community’s economic strength, 
safety, effective governance, levels of innovation and available 
opportunities.

The challenges of our current system are larger than funding, policy, 
test scores or access, but also include institutionalized racism, invisible 
pressures and negative perceptions. Disregarding education as a phase 
for our younger selves or children is blissful ignorance. This mindset 
fails to recognize the links between education and crime, poverty, civic 
engagement, emotional intelligence and social-mobility. By applying 
design thinking, approaches, and disciplines to the historic institution of 
education, we may be able to reshape the realities for those whom will 
inevitably be inheriting what we create as our future.

This project has revealed immense potential for realistic 
implementation and scalability. Parents, teachers, and educators have 
confirmed the possibility of the instrument as a lever for stronger 
communication, agency, accountability, and student progress. User 
testing has helped develop the project into a realistic product with a 
promise of shifting educational outcomes and challenging the status 
quo.

Most importantly, the project has created a positive case study 
about the intersection of design and the education system. Given the 
widespread use of report cards and normalization of its system, the 
proposal and process has the potential to become a prompt for the 
larger education community to consider for responding to a variety 
of systemic challenges. Parents cannot only rely on grades and report 
cards, however this tool can begin to create nudges in the current 
inequitable system that can lead to more opportunities for student 
success and learning, regardless of their zip code.





“We must remember that intelligence 
is not enough. Intelligence plus 
character--that is the goal of true 
education.

The complete education gives one 
not only power of concentration, but 
worthy objectives upon which to 
concentrate. The broad education will, 
therefore, transmit to one not only the 
accumulated knowledge of the race 
but also the accumulated experience of 
social living.”

– Martin Luther King,  Jr.
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