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Abstract 

 

 Fairness in assessment practices is an elusive concept which has been 

explored in some detail at the university level, but rarely with students in middle 

school.  This study examines students’ perceptions of fairness on nine classroom 

assessment practices.  It also studies if students’ perceptions of fairness, as well 

as student gender, could predict their levels of trust.  Students were able to 

discern fair practices, as defined by alignment to best assessment practice 

literature, from unfair practices for most scenarios.  They were more inclined to 

recognize interactional fairness deviations or promotions.  The student’s ability to 

identify a fair or unfair situation did predict the level of trust they would have in 

a teacher, though the student’s gender did not.  Recommendations include 

teachers being more cognizant of their assessment practices and how they will 

be seen by their students in terms of fairness.
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 Fairness is an elusive concept.  Yet, for most, it is an ideal that guides 

their interactions with individuals, groups, and institutions (Tyler, Boekmann, 

Smith, & Huo, 1997).  Students have an opportunity to experience fairness, or 

unfairness, daily.  In one day, a teacher, group of peers, and school policy might 

be judged based on a student’s sense of fairness.  Vieno, Perkins, Smith, & 

Santinello (2005) found that schools in which students felt the teachers acted 

fairly and the rules were applied fairly had a higher sense of community.   

 Standardized testing often comes to mind for the general public in terms 

of fairness.  The concept behind standardized tests is to allow all students a 

similar opportunity to show their achievement on a given set of objectives.  

However, due to issues with accessibility to the test or content and universal 

design of the test, sometimes these standardized examinations are considered 

unfair (American Educational Research Association, 2014).  In the most recent 

Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, the American Educational 

Research Association devotes an entire chapter to fairness in standardized 

testing, calling fairness an “overriding, foundational concern” (p. 49).  The 

results of these standardized tests are then used for various decisions: retention, 

tracking, and graduation to name a few (McNeil, 2002).  Because these decisions 
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can make a dramatic impact on a student’s future, research studies began to 

look at the ethics of teacher actions in terms of standardized test preparation 

(Mehrens & Kaminski, 1989).   

However, standardized tests are only given at limited times in a students’ 

career.  Classroom assessment and grading often are considered when one 

speaks of unfair actions at the school level.  Also, assessment and evaluation are 

of great importance when designing curriculum.  Martone and Sireci (2009) 

studied assessment as part of curricular design and found an important 

component of effectiveness was the “teachers need to understand the value of 

the assessments, how the assessments relate to what they should be teaching, 

and how to make changes in their approach based on the results they see” (p. 

1356).     

Assessment is not always a separate part of the daily lesson.  Tierney 

(2014) described formative assessment as the feedback teachers give to 

students as the teacher is instructing and questioning, with the results of those 

interactions being used to inform instruction.  Tierney goes on to explain 

summative assessment is used to “report on achievement” (p. 55). 

Assessment, be it formative or summative, is the means to judge how well 

a student understands the taught concepts.  Thus, effective teachers must 

assess well, but they must also be fair in their assessment practices.  The use of 

best practices in assessment and grading may be one way to address this issue 

of fairness. 
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 Many experts have studied the concept of best practices in assessment 

and grading.  However, as standards-based instruction has become the norm in 

the United States, assessment practices have not quite kept up.  As Guskey 

(2009) stated, “of all aspects of our educational system, none seems more 

impervious to change than grading” (p. 2).  Various researchers have 

recommended assessment policies including not using zeros in grading (Carifo & 

Carey, 2009; Guskey, 2009; Wormeli, 2006) and only using a student’s 

demonstrated ability, as opposed to effort and growth, in reporting achievement 

(Edwards, 2000; Guskey, 2009; Stanley & Baines, 2004).  Yet, teacher’s 

individual grading practices widely vary and often stray from the best practice 

assessment literature.  For example, Tierney, Simon and Charland (2011) found 

teachers will often knowingly abandon their pedagogical knowledge in order to 

maintain, what they esteem to be, a fair grading environment.  However, these 

“fair” practices “may have included a host of unexamined assumptions” (p. 224), 

such as assessing students in a lower track on a set of non-grade level content 

standards merely because they were in the low group, not because of individual 

need or performance.  This form of bias undermines a key aspect of fairness 

(McMillan, 2004).    This is one example of the confusion that surrounds the 

claim by teachers and administrators of fair and accurate assessments of student 

achievement.   

 This line of reasoning leads back to the initial concept that fairness is an 

elusive ideal.  Teachers’ perceptions of what constitutes a fair grading practice 
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vary.   However, teachers are just one part of the educational equation.  The 

students who educators serve are the clients.  One might argue, if students find 

the assessments and subsequent grading practices to be unfair, their purpose of 

providing valuable and accurate feedback to the student for further growth might 

become obsolete.  In describing attribution theory, Carifio and Carey (2009) 

explained “grading practices must be perceived as reliable and predictable if they 

are to have the intended and desired effect” (p. 29).  Hence, it might follow that 

if students do not find the teacher’s assessment policy and procedures to be fair 

because they are not reliable nor predictable, they might not perform in a true 

form.  In terms of classical test theory, the observed score on the test or project 

might be heavily influenced not by the student’s true score, but by the error 

associated with the student’s sense of unfairness. Thus, assessments would not 

give the teacher a realistic picture of what the student knows, and would not 

allow for meaningful reflection on how to change instruction to meet the needs 

of the child.  This logical progression might apply to all stages of the assessment 

and grading procedures: from formative to summative assessment, and in terms 

of overall course or subject evaluation.   

 Trust is another elusive concept which might relate to fairness.  If trust is 

the “firm belief in the reliability, truth, ability or strength of someone or 

something” (Oxford Dictionaries, 2015), it would seem a teacher who acts in a 

fair manner, a reliable and truthful manner, would foster trust in his or her 

students.   
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Some research has been conducted on the importance of trust in schools.  

In their report on school climate, Thapa, Cohen, Hiffins-D’Allessando, and Guffey 

(2012) found “a positive school climate promotes cooperative learning, group 

cohesion, respect, and mutual trust” (p. 7).  These researchers discussed many 

forms of mutual trust: parent-teacher, teacher-administrator, school level-

district-level, teacher-teacher, and more.  However, specific practices which build 

or derailed trust were not investigated, nor was the relationship between fairness 

and trust.   

Bryk & Schneider (2004) used case studies to build a four system model 

for an effective school.  They believed professional capacity, order and safety, 

parent-school ties, and instructional guidance were all essential and were all tied 

together by the various stakeholders trusting each other.   While they did report 

fair discipline and classroom management practices were important to creating 

and maintaining trust, they did not report on any relationship between fairness 

and trust in terms of assessment practices.   

 How do students view different assessment practices in terms of fairness?  

Does their perception of fairness impact their trust in the teacher?  In the past, 

researchers have studied the perceptions of college students and their 

professors’ grading policies and feedback mechanisms (Gordon & Fay, 2010; 

Holmes & Smith, 2005).  Other researchers have investigated middle school 

students’ preferences for different assessment techniques (James, Griffin, & 

Dodds, 2009; Wang & Holcombe, 2010).  However, reports into middle school 
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students’ insights about the fairness of different common assessment practices 

are limited.   

 To understand more about how students view assessment and grading in 

terms of fairness, the following research questions were investigated:  

 Do students’ perceptions of fairness in an assessment scenario differ 

based on the characteristics of the scenario?  More precisely, do students 

perceive assessment practices that promote best practice as fair, and 

those that deviate from best practice as unfair?     

Then, in order to examine the possible relationship between fairness and trust, 

the following secondary research question was asked: 

To what extent does a student’s perception of fairness and the student’s 

gender predict his or her perception of change in trust toward the 

teacher?  In other words, if a teacher acts in a perceived fair way, does 

the student’s trust in that teacher increase?  Or, if a teacher acts in a 

perceived unfair manner, does the student’s trust in that teacher 

decrease?  Does student gender aid in this prediction? 

 To answer these research questions in the proposed study, different 

fictional scenarios were developed, some of which were written in accordance to 

best assessment and grading practice and some of which deviate from said 

practice.  These scenarios also represent different types of fairness, which will be 

described more thoroughly in Chapter 2.  After receiving feedback on the 
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scenarios from middle school students, the study examined the differences in 

perceived fairness scores based on the situation’s fairness type.     

In order to study the second research question, this investigation 

examined the relationship between students’ views on the fairness of a scenario, 

student gender, and the change in trust they would have if their teacher should 

act in such a way as described in the setting.  In other words, to what extent did 

a student’s perception of fairness of an assessment circumstance and a student’s 

gender predict his or her perception of change in trust toward the teacher that 

circumstance would bring about? 

 In addressing these questions, the study provided information about how 

middle school students perceived different assessment and grading scenarios in 

terms of fairness.  It also offered insight into how fairness and trust are related.  

Study findings might suggest teachers need to consider student views on 

common assessment and grading practices, especially if those practices are 

found to be considered unfair and degrade the trust a student has in the 

teacher.  

Hypotheses 

 There were two foci of this study.  First, the study examined the 

differences between fairness scores based on characteristics of the assessment 

scenario.  Secondly, it investigated the possible relationship between fairness 

scores, gender, and change in teacher trust of student.  The guiding theoretical 

framework for the study was grounded in the assumption that a student’s sense 
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of a teacher’s fairness can be changed by a teacher’s assessment practices, and 

that when a teacher acts unfairly, trust in that teacher is diminished.  This model 

also assumed that the best practices of assessment, as described by various 

assessment experts, are fair.  Hence, if a teacher does not follow best practice, 

that instructor is acting in an unfair manner.  Therefore, one working hypothesis 

was there will be a difference in fairness perception scores, based on the 

underlying best practice characteristic of the scenario.  The second working 

hypothesis was that as a fairness perception score increases, so will the student’s 

trust in a teacher.  There will be a strong, positive relationship between 

perception of fairness and change of trust in teacher.  This hypothesis stemmed 

from the assumption that students trust a teacher based on his or her actions, 

including actions involving grading and assessments.  Actions that are considered 

unfair will derail that trust; actions that are fair will build that trust.  Also, gender 

will not be a significant regression factor in predicting a student’s change in trust.  

Generalization and Limitations 

 These findings might not be appropriate to generalize to elementary or 

high school situations given the unique transitional nature of traditional middle 

school.  Middle school students change greatly from their sixth grade to their 

eighth grade years, becoming less immature and more like young adults.  Also, 

the developmental level of elementary school students might limit the 

applicability of the findings, as they are less likely to question a teacher’s 

judgment.  Students in high school, on the other hand, move into a 
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developmental stage that demands more independent thinking, which results in 

questioning most authority figure’s judgment, not based on merit but based on 

the fact that it came from an authority figure (Christine & Viner, 2005).  

These data are from one suburban school district with an average (mid-

point) poverty indicator (49% free and reduced lunch).  However, this district is 

in the 93rd percentile in terms of wealth, as measured by the state’s poverty 

index (South Carolina Department of Education, 2014).  Hence, care should be 

taken when attempting to generalize these data to other settings. 

 Given the large sample size and use of an instrument based on widely 

accepted best assessment practices, the research might be generalized to other 

similar populations.  It is also reasonable that the findings might be generalized 

to other subjects not covered in the scenarios, such as physical education and 

art, as the assessment best practices could be imagined in every type of class 

setting.    
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

 The following sections provide a review of the literature for fairness in 

terms of the educational environment; the relationship between fairness, trust, 

and teacher effectiveness; and the potential for differences between teacher and 

student perception.  Fairness will be described in relationship to ethics, as a 

construct, as perceived in a classroom, and as viewed through educational 

assessment measurements.  The link between fairness and trust will be explored, 

as well as the connection between trust and teacher effectiveness.  Finally, 

perception itself and the nature of perception being different based on one’s role 

will be discussed.   

Introduction 

 A teacher’s responsibility, at the macro level, is to help create a more 

informed student population which will lead to a better citizenry.  However, at 

the micro level, a teacher’s purpose is to serve the individual student (Sloan, 

2012).  To serve a student, a teacher must be competent.  One quality that a 

teacher must possess to be considered competent is credibility (Brookfield, 

2006).  Students must believe in the teacher and trust the teacher, in content 

and action.  Whitley, Perkins, Balogh, Keith-Spiegel, and Wittig (2000) reasoned 

that a student’s perception of a teacher’s fairness can impact the trust between 
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the student and teacher.  Teachers who are perceived as less fair can be trusted 

less by students.  This reasoning seems sound; however, the assessment 

literature contains little research into actual student perceptions of fairness.   

To follow the reasoning of Brookfield in terms of credibility (2006), this 

study first examined if students feel a practice is fair or unfair.  Then, it 

measured to what extent the students’ perception of the fairness of a practice 

affects the trust the student has for the teacher.  In Rodabaugh’s (1996) 

research on fairness, she identified actions which could be considered unfair by 

college level students. Most of these actions are associated with either formative 

or summative assessment.  Examples of fair practices include assessments that 

align to objectives and instruction and grading procedures that reflect student 

mastery. This study focused on middle school level students’ perceptions of 

teacher’s fairness in assessment-based scenarios.   

Fairness and Ethics 

 The concept of fairness and the concept of ethics have shared tenets, but 

the two concepts are not the same.  Velasquez, Andre, Shanks, and Meyer 

(1996) framed acting ethically as the decision to act morally.  They described five 

approaches to help a person make an ethical and moral decision.  One of these 

approaches is the fairness or justice approach (Velasquez, Andre, Shanks, & 

Meyer, 1996, para. 10).  Using the fairness approach, any action is considered 

ethical if it “treats everyone in the same way and does not show favoritism or 
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discrimination” (Velasquez, Andre, Shanks, and Meyer, 1996, para. 10).  Other 

authors agree that fairness is a dimension of ethics.  In the Journal of Academic 

and Business Ethics, Stranahan, J. Borg, and Borg (2009) discussed the concept 

of grading schools using standardized tests.  Their paper discussed the possibility 

of schools’ accountability grades being lowered based on the types of students it 

serves, and argued this was unfair.  This concept is consistent with Velasquez, 

Andre, Shanks, and Meyer’s definition of the fairness approach to an ethical 

decision.  Green, Johnson, Kim and Pope (2007) also used the concept of 

fairness as a dimension of ethics in their paper “Ethics in the classroom 

practices: Issues and attitudes.”  The paper discussed the concept of Do No 

Harm (Green, Johnson, Kim & Pope, 2007) as a guiding ethical principle.  They 

presented the idea that teachers not acting fairly may violate this ethical 

principle: 

Fairness (or protection of student rights) is a general principle that no one 

contests in the abstract. However, thinking about causing harm focuses 

the discussion at the level of the implications of everyday practice. 

Educators must be well versed in the potential impact of the practices 

they use because their assessment and evaluation may have a variety of 

unintended consequences for their students. (p. 1001) 

Thus, for the remainder of this study, the concept of fairness as a dimension of 

ethical behavior will be assumed.   
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Fairness in Education 

 When a student is at school, his or her teachers are considered to be “in 

loco parentis,” (Popham, 1991).  In other words, the teacher acts as the child’s 

parents in the student’s best interest.  Therefore, it follows that it is a teacher’s 

responsibility to act as a parent by protecting the students’ rights.  Green, 

Johnson, Kim and Pope (2007) wrote that “fairness (or the protection of 

students’ rights) as a general principle no one contests in the abstract” (p. 1001).  

When fairness is considered a right, it should be guaranteed, much as United 

States’ citizens are guaranteed certain rights through the Constitution.  Along 

these lines, Rodabaugh (1996) argued fairness should be institutionalized in 

classrooms. By doing so, teachers will be guaranteeing the rights of their 

students, as is their responsibility.   

Based on their studies at the university level, Rodabaugh and Kravitz 

(1994) divided fairness into three categories: interactional fairness, outcome 

fairness, and procedural fairness.  Figure 2.1 presents a definition for each type 

of fairness and provides examples of each. 

The strength of the link between fairness and assessment is reflected in 

analyzing the three types of fairness.  A majority of the examples offered by 

Rodabaugh and Kravitz (1994) are associated with assessments and evaluation.  

Procedural fairness almost completely describes assessments, with the exception 

of attendance, while outcome fairness is entirely focused on assessment and 

evaluation.   Wren, Sparrow, Northcote and Sharp (2009) also found college 
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students emphasize fairness in describing good assessment and evaluation 

practices.  

Type of 

Fairness  Definition Examples of Fair Behavior 

Interactional  

fairness 

 The relationship 

between the students 
and their professors 

  Showing no partiality to some 

students on the basis of gender, 
race, or age;  

  Not being “angry” or “mean” in 
class (including using profanity, 

yelling, or screaming); 
  Not embarrassing students in the 

classroom, especially by using 

sarcasm and put-downs;  
  Exhibiting a caring attitude 

toward students; 
  Responding to student questions 

 Procedural  
fairness 

The rules and 
regulations that are 

employed to 
determine grades, 
and the policies 

regarding 
attendance, make-up 
tests, 

cheating and 
plagiarism, and other 
student performance 

 Rules and regulations related to 
the classroom to be fair to all 

students, without exceptions 
 Tests to be fair and to measure 

accurately what they have been 
asked to learn, without trick 
questions or vague references.  

 Tests returned promptly and 
discussed in class, the answers 

explained, and time allotted for 
questions.  

 Monitoring and regulation of 

cheating and plagiarism. 

 Outcome   

fairness 

The distribution of 

grades 

 Grades fairly reflect student 

mastery of the class topics as 
demonstrated by test scores or 

the completion of other course 
requirements. 

 Individual accomplishments should 

count toward their final grades, as 
opposed to group 

accomplishments 

 
 Figure 2.1  Rodabaugh and Kravitz’s types of fairness. 
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In terms of assessment, fairness can be characterized in many ways. 

Carlson (2003) stated “effective grading practice relies on equitable and 

appropriate evaluation” (p. 511).  So what makes an assessment practice 

equitable and appropriate?  Thinking about an assessment from its inception, the 

first characteristic would be alignment to instruction.  In Wren et al.’s study, they 

found “there was a high expectation that the assessments set would be closely 

aligned with the taught elements of the course (2009, p. 14).” The alignment of 

assessments and instruction is also described as a fair practice by Hill and 

Zinsmeister (2012) as they described an ethical college professor as being 

“cognizant of assessments that do not match course objectives” (p. 129). 

Second in the cycle of creating an assessment is its design.  This may 

mean avoidance of unfairness in terms of questions being demeaning to any one 

gender, race, age, or sexual orientation (Rodabaugh, 1996.)  Kuhs, Johnson, 

Agruso, and Monrad (2001) have a broader definition of fairness: “Assessments 

should be designed to measure the skill(s) of interest and not be affected by the 

individual differences of students” (p. 5).  This includes a person’s race, ethnicity, 

gender, sexual orientation but also includes the background knowledge a student 

needs to be able to have an equal chance of performing an assessment well.  

One example Kuhs et al. gave was a question asking about travel to Europe; 

they proposed this question may not be fair for a low socio-economic child who 

has never had such an extensive travel experience.   
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 An assessment may also be unfair on the basis of unclear directions, 

questions, or rubric descriptors (Wren et al., 2009).  Sadler (1989) researched 

the relationship between classroom assessment and teacher expectations.  He 

found students needed to understand the standards used to appraise their work.  

Thus, for an assessment to be considered fair, the instrument needs to be free 

from vague wording and easily misinterpreted language.  Ideally, the assessment 

instrument should either be reviewed with the students or made in collaboration 

with the students.  Ross, Rolheiser, and Hogaboam-Gray (2010) found support 

for this principle when they worked with students to develop a set of 

performance tasks to appraise students’ learning.  Then, the instructors and the 

students both evaluated the students’ work after a project using these 

collaborative assessments.  Most students believed that this system “fairly 

appraised their work” (p.88).   

 Fairness may also be exhibited in the grading of student work.  Holmes 

and Smith (2003) stated that “students should know from the outset that the 

grading criteria are the same for all students (p. 319).”  This may mean all 

students, regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation or it may mean 

regardless of socio-economic status, degree of friendliness, or many other 

behavioral aspects that have been included in grading by teachers (Marzano, 

2000).  When a grade or evaluation is changed because of factors that do not 

show student mastery of the learning objectives (like behavior, attendance, 
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homework completion, class contributions), the grade is considered polluted 

(Pope, Green, Johnson & Mitchell, 2009).   

False praise may also be considered a form of score pollution.  Cameron 

and Pierce (1994) found students reported greater satisfaction toward a teacher 

when that teacher had given feedback to the student which was explicitly linked 

to the quality of the performance, and not to the effort given.  In terms of 

feedback, students in Rodabaugh’s study also described prompt feedback as a 

component to a fair assessment (1996).  

Fairness, Trust, and Teacher Effectiveness 
 

As shown in Figure 2.1, Rodabaugh and Kravitz (1994) described one 

component of fairness as interactional.  It is the relationship between the 

instructor and the students, and whether that relationship is the same for all 

students.  Instructors must be “equally concerned about all students in their 

classrooms without showing any partiality when answering their questions, when 

giving them assistance, and when responding through body language or 

otherwise” (Rodabaugh, 1996, p. 40).   

Although many people think of assessment as a written form of 

communication; however, assessment in the form of feedback can also be given 

orally or through demeanor.   Personal communication can lead to immediate 

insight about student learning, but needs to have clear learning objectives and 

judgment criteria identified for it to be effective (“Assessment Methods: A Set of 

Four Options,” 2011).    
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However, fairness is not perceived solely through the instructor’s actions, 

but also through the assessments he or she designs and uses.  In a study of 

seventh graders, Wang and Holcolme (2010) found that “teachers can best 

promote students’ positive identification with school and stimulate their 

willingness to participate in their tasks by offering positive and improvement-

based praise.”  Teachers who used assessments as opportunities for constructive 

feedback maintained a level of engagement with their students which led to 

student satisfaction of the school environment.  However, the converse may be 

true as well.  As Green et al. stated, “teacher–student trust can be damaged by 

assessments that the student perceives as unfair or unfounded” (2007, p. 1009).  

A teacher who uses surprise items on a test that did not appear on the study 

guide is an example from the Green et al. study.  They believe this action may 

do “harm by breaking the implicit bond of trust between teacher and student” 

(2007, p. 1001).  However, there is no research which tests this theory.  Can 

unfair assessment practices diminish the trust a student has in a teacher?   

In order for a teacher to be most effective, that teacher must foster a 

trusting relationship with his or her students.  In his studies on skillful teaching, 

Brookfield (1990) found a “teacher’s actions, and the trust these inspire or 

destroy, are crucial to learning” (p. 163). Educators must be well versed in the 

potential impact of the practices they use because their assessment and 

evaluation may have a variety of unintended consequences for their students 

(Black & Wiliam, 1998).   
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Researchers have found middle school students who perceived their 

teachers “cared” were more likely to be motivated to succeed (Wentzel, 1998).  

These same caring teachers were identified as those who acted in what 

Rodabaugh would call a fair way: they showed interactional fairness through 

democratic principles, procedural fairness through developing expectations for 

student behavior despite individual differences, and outcome fairness by 

providing constructive feedback (Wentzel, 1997).   

In terms of student demographics and trust, many studies have found 

females tend to have more of a relationship with their teachers compared to 

males.  In contrast, males typically have more conflict and less closeness in their 

relationships with teachers than females (Baker, 2006; Howes et al., 2000; 

Hughes, Cavell, & Wilson, 2001).   However, these studies were all based on 

students in pre-school through sixth grade.  Therefore, this study will attempt to 

provide or more complete picture of the gender and trust relationship by using 

the student’s gender as a factor during analysis. 

Student Perception of Assessment Techniques 

In designing classroom environment that is fair, including the evaluation 

procedures and assessment measures, the teacher’s perspective may differ from 

the students’ perspective.  The teacher may believe he or she has created an 

interactional, procedural, and outcome fair curriculum, but his or her students 

may not share that perception.  Brookhart and DeVoge (1999) described the 

classroom assessment environment as a shared concept: it is created by not only 
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the actions of the teacher but also the meaning the students derive from those 

actions.   

Many studies show the difference between student perceptions and 

teacher perceptions of a shared reality.  In Gulikers, Bastiaens, Kirschner and 

Kester (2014), the researchers discovered both freshmen and senior high school 

students had a different idea of the degree of authenticity in an assessment task 

than their teachers. When looking at the same assessment tasks, teachers 

believed the task, method, and criteria of the individual assessments were more 

authentic than the students did.  The students’ perceptions were similar, but 

different from the teachers’ view.     

Therefore, investigation of student perceptions on fairness would be a 

logical next step.  In this line of research, Gordon and Fay (2010) examined 

several hundred college students’ perceptions of fairness in their evaluative 

systems.  They found that college students believed interactional fairness (the 

instruction given in class) to be more important than outcome fairness (how 

teachers used assessment to create the course grade).   

In another study of student perceptions, Alkharusi (2010) examined ninth 

grade student self-efficacy.  He examined the perceived assessment environment 

of these high school freshmen, one in which assessments were challenging, 

clear, and provided detailed feedback versus classrooms in which assessments 

were difficult, feedback was in the form of a grade, and assessments were used 

to highlight social comparison.  Alkharusi (2008) called these environments 
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learning-oriented and harsh-oriented, respectively.  However, at the conclusion 

of his study, he found a limitation: it made an omnibus categorization of 

classroom as either learning-oriented or harsh-oriented.  He continued in saying, 

this might have made it difficult to know which aspects of the recommended 

“classroom assessment practices could be considered responsible for the 

observed effects detected in the study” (p. 38).  

Assessment Practice Literature 

In order to measure students’ perceptions of fairness, the students need 

to have plausible scenarios on which to base their opinions.  In development of 

surveys, an initial step is to investigate the literature on best practice in 

assessment in order to create scenarios which are both aligned with Rodabaugh’s 

types of fairness and reflect best assessment practices.  The following sections 

describe the results of that best practice investigation.   

Grading formative assessment. 

 Formative assessment is described by Stiggins (2008) as assessment for 

learning.  In other words, teachers use formative assessment to diagnose their 

day to day instruction, both to gather data on how effective the lesson was, but 

also to analyze which students might need further help.  Formative assessment is 

a time when students should be allowed to make mistakes, so the teacher might 

discover misconceptions early and address them.  Referring to formative 

assessments, Stiggins stated, “These have no place in the gradebook,” (2008, p. 

35).  Green and Johnson also agreed formative assessments should not be 
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graded, but elaborate as to why this concept is difficult for teachers to accept:  

“Many teachers…believe that students will not take the work seriously unless it is 

graded” (2010, p. 111).  Thus, student achievement is often measured using a 

grade before any substantive feedback is given to the students and before any 

teacher guided practice is provided.   

Using student achievement measures to change behaviors. 

  One of the goals of the educational system is to develop students who 

will contribute to a democratic society in a positive way as they become adults 

(Green & Johnson, 2010).  Thus, many teachers argue that they must teach non-

academic factors such as participation, following directions, punctuality of 

assignments, effort, attendance, work habits and neatness, and attitude 

(Guskey, 2009).  Assessment experts agree that these factors are important to 

educating the whole child, but feel they could assign these as separate grades, 

what Guskey calls “process grades” (2009, p. 21).   

 However, many teachers are hesitant to separate those factors because 

they are used to change behavior, either as a reward or a punishment.  

“Teachers perceive non-achievement factors such as effort, behavior and 

attendance as important to classroom control, and consequently, often include 

them in their grading practices” (Marzano, 2000, p. 37).  For example, McMillan, 

Myran and Workman (2002) provided an example where rewarding effort might 

lead students “who are not competent…to believe that they demonstrated 

needed knowledge or skills” (p. 212).  Without the effort grade, the teacher 
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might think the child might not try, which makes learning more difficult.  On the 

punishment side, many teachers take away points for work being turned in late.  

Thus, a student who might completely understand the concepts, but is 

disorganized, might appear to not have mastered the learning objectives.  These 

type of measurement practices affect validity.  As Green, Johnson, Kim and Pope 

(2007) described the problem: “the score on the test does not represent actual 

student achievement in the content area and is ‘polluted’ by factors unrelated to 

academic attainment” (p. 1001). 

Using zeros in measuring student achievement. 

 In mathematics, a zero represents the concept of nothing.  When we 

consider student achievement after appropriate instruction, it is a rare instance 

for a student to have learned nothing (Raebeck, 1993).  Most often, zeros are 

used as punishment for what the teacher perceives as a lack of responsibility 

(Guskey, 2009) because it reflects missing work.  It is mathematically correct: 

there is no work, so it is a zero.  However, in terms of that zero representing 

student achievement, it rarely leads to a valid conclusion. 

 Also in terms of mathematics, a zero has an “undeserved and devastating 

influence” (Guskey, 2009, p. 137) on a student’s grade.  A zero creates a much 

larger interval between a D and an F, compared to the other grade intervals.  For 

example, in South Carolina, the distance between a zero and a D is 70 points, 

whereas the distance from a D to a C (and all subsequent sequential letter 

grades) is only 7 points.  As Guskey (2009) said, the use of a zero in grading 
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“mathematically and ethically is unacceptable” (p. 138).  Given that strong 

wording, the current study will include inquiry into student perceptions on the 

use of zeros.  

Using any type of assessment exclusively. 

 As students progress to middle school, their instruction turns from an 

integrated model (where they typically had one or two teachers to deliver the 

four major subjects) to a content specific model (where they have four teachers 

each of whom specializes in one of the four major subjects.)  This shift causes 

teachers to become content experts.  As content experts, middle school teachers 

also tend to assess students in more rigid ways that conform to their content.  

For example, math is a subject that is easily assessed in many ways through 

selected response assessments, such as multiple choice or true/false questions.  

Writing, however, is most easily assessed through performance tasks.  However, 

as Gronlund (2006) discussed, “effective assessment requires that a variety of 

assessment procedures be used” (p. 19).  By using a myriad of assessment 

types, a teacher is increasing the validity of his/her instructional decisions.  

Wormeli described this idea: “When we assess students through more than one 

format, we see different sides to their understanding” (2006, p. 31).  Thus, a 

survey on assessment and fair practices should include questions about the use 

of a variety of assessment types. 
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Evaluating non-content area standards with content standards. 

 A grade is a means to measuring “how well a set of instructional 

objectives have been achieved” (Gronlund, 2006, p. 169).   In the instructional 

process, many advocates of assessment recommend a backwards model, in 

which teachers identify the learning outcomes (i.e., objectives), decide how 

those assessments can be most effectively assessed, and then create the 

instruction that will help guide the students to success on the assessment 

(Wiggins & McTighe, 1998).  Thus, the assessments and the learning objectives 

are closely aligned.  However, this ideal situation does not always occur.  At 

times, teachers will create or use assessments which are meant to measure one 

objective, but require mastery of a different content area.  For example, a 

student might understand and be able to show mastery on the aspects of the 

French Revolution, but cannot read the test.  Thus, the child receives a poor 

grade on the social studies test, but that poor grade truly indicates a deficit in 

reading, not social studies.  Similarly, one content area assessment might 

measure its content objectives, but also include non-content objectives that 

seem relevant.  One instance might be a science project which requires writing.  

The teacher might have a rubric which is measuring the various science 

concepts, but that same rubric might also include non-science content such as 

handwriting, spelling and punctuation.  When this occurs, the science grade 

becomes a writing assessment.  Assessments should illuminate, not obfuscate, 

the achievement a student has made toward mastery of a learning objective 
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(Wormeli, 2006).  This a scenario that depicts the muddling of content areas will 

be included on the survey. 

Developing the Survey Instrument 

In this study, a Likert question followed each scenario to measure the 

students’ perceptions of fairness.  The researcher decided to use six-point 

response categories for several reasons.  First, the researcher wanted to use an 

even number of responses to avoid a neutral response.  Odd number responses 

allow for a middle point, which might prevent this researcher from discriminating 

between those students who perceived a scenario as fair or unfair and those 

scenarios which build or undermine trust (Johnson & Morgan, in press).  Also, 

six-response categories were used to increase reliability and validity.  In their 

study on the optimal number of response categories, Preston and Colman (2000) 

found reliability as measured by Cronbach alpha coefficients increased as the 

number of responses increased; but after seven responses, the coefficients did 

not increase at a statistically significant level.  They also reported that validity 

and ability to discriminate between respondent choice increased as the number 

of response categories increased.  Thus, six-point response categories were used 

as this format supports validity and reliability with an even number of possible 

responses.   

Additional consideration was taken in preparing the response scales.  

First, response categories were ordered from negative responses to positive 

responses based on the writings of Fink (2003).   Other research supports Fink’s 
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stance. For example, Nicholls, Orr, Okubo and Loftus (2006) found respondents 

who completed a questionnaire that started with the statement ‘definitely agree,’ 

responded with that answer 27 percent more than did the students who were 

offered ‘definitely disagree’ as their first option.  The scale also had what 

Johnson and Morgan (in press) call opposite end points, with answer choices that 

“reflect equal intervals along a continuum” (p. 18).  The remaining four points 

were mirror-images of each other, with a total of three positive responses and 

three negative responses.      

Purpose of the Study 

 Fairness as a construct has been described in the academic literature.  

However, there are three aspects to fairness which have not been explored.  

First, quantitative measurements concerning which assessment practices are 

considered fair by students are sparse.  Second, in the few assessment studies 

that address fairness, the students are often at the university level.  Finally, no 

empirical evidence appears to exist on the effect of fairness, or lack of fairness, 

in relationship to student-teacher trust.   Therefore, this study examined, in a 

quantitative manner, how middle school students perceive various assessment 

scenarios in terms of fairness.  These results were also used to investigate the 

relationship between a student’s perception of fairness and the change in trust 

that child has in his/her teacher based on the assessment scenario.   

 The first hypothesis for this study was that there will be a difference in 

fairness perception scores, based on the underlying best practice 
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characteristic of the scenario, but not based on the type of fairness (i.e., 

interactional, procedural, and outcome) represented in the scenario.   

There may indeed be differences in students’ responses based on type of 

fairness, because the types of fairness appear to represent different aspects of 

teaching, assessing, and evaluating.   Interactional fairness depicts more of the 

formative assessment, day to day evaluations, of student performance.   

Procedural fairness outlines the summative assessment practices of a teacher, 

the ways in which a teacher assesses a unit of study.   Outcome fairness deals 

with how a teacher gives a final grade, a complete evaluation, for each student.  

These are different aspects of teaching and assessing, so the students’ 

responses may show they are more sensitive to a teacher acting, in their 

perception, more fairly during the formative, summative or evaluative period of 

instruction.  However, for the purposes of this study, while those differences will 

be explored and discussed, the null hypothesis states the students’ responses will 

vary only by the underlying fairness characteristic (i.e. deviates from best 

practice or promotes best practice) rather than the type of fairness. 

 The second hypothesis is the students’ perceptions of fairness will have a 

positive relationship to the students’ change in trust perception.   
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Chapter Three 

Method 

 The following sections describe the methods that were used to investigate 

students’ perceptions of fairness, and to study any relationship between the 

students’ perception of fairness and the students’ perceptions of trust.  Explained 

below are the measures, samples for focus groups and surveys, and data 

analysis and procedures that were used in this study. 

Measures 

 This study measured two aspects of student perceptions.  First, it 

examined students’ judgments of various assessment scenarios in terms of 

fairness.  Then, it investigated if there is a relationship between the students’ 

perceptions of fairness and the trust the assessment practice in the scenario 

would create. For example, a scenario may have described a teacher who grades 

based on the length of their essays, and not on the content.  The first question 

students answered asks about their perception of the fairness of this practice; 

the second inquired as to how this practice would influence their level of trust in 

the teacher. 

To ensure a balanced presentation of fairness issues, the researcher first 

created a table of specifications for the survey (Table 3.1).  Like a traditional 

table of test specifications, this step ensured the survey questions inquired into 
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different types of scenarios and did not include “superfluous assessment items” 

(Green & Johnson, 2010, p. 56).  There were an equal number of scenarios for 

each type of fairness (i.e., interactional, procedural, outcome).  There was one 

more scenario which deviates from best practice than promotes best practice. 

Table 3.1 
 

Table of Test Specifications for the Survey 
 

Alignment to Best Practices 

Interactional 

Fairness 

Procedural 

Fairness 

Outcome 

Fairness 

Promotes 9 6 3,5 
Deviates 1, 2 4,7 8 

Note. Number represents the scenario number.  
 

The survey was created based on the table of test specifications for the 

survey.  It consisted of an introduction and short description of the study, 

followed by one scenario.  After the scenario, two questions were asked: “If you 

were a student in this class, how fair is this scenario?” and “If you were a 

student in this class, and this actually happened, how would it change your trust 

of the teacher?”  Both questions were followed by six-point Likert responses, 

with lower numbers representing the extreme “unfair” or “damage trust” 

categories, respectively.  An example is provided below, in Figure 3.1, and the 

entire survey and scenarios can be reviewed in Appendix B. 

To increase the validity of the survey, nine educators (i.e., middle school 

teachers and administrators) provided feedback on the scenarios.  Their 

responses provided evidence based on response processes, which helped the 

researcher discover if there was a “fit between the construct and the detailed 
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nature of the performance or response actually engaged in by test takers” 

(American Educational Research Association, p. 15). They were asked to 

comment specifically, for each scenario, “Is this clear to a typical middle 

schooler? Is it possible this might happen in a middle school classroom? Can I 

make it better? If so, how?”  The researcher used the educators’ responses to 

clarify the scenarios before the survey was sent to the students.   

Sample Scenario and Questions 

One of your teachers is trying to motivate everyone to do their best.  One way 

he is trying to increase the students’ motivation is by handing back tests to 

students in order of how well they did.  Students with the highest grades get 

their tests back first, and students with the lowest grades get their tests back 

last.    

How fair is it for the teacher to hand back tests in order from highest to  

 lowest? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 

Somewhat 

unfair 

A little 

unfair 

A little  

fair 

Somewhat 

fair 

Completely 

fair 
  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your   

 teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
I would not 

trust my 

teacher 
anymore. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
lot less. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
little less. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
little more. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
lot more. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher 
completely. 

 

Figure 3.1. Sample survey scenario and questions 
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Samples 

 This study was conducted in a suburban school district in the 

Southeastern United States with approximately 27,000 students in pre-school 

through twelfth grade.  The district has 18 elementary schools, 7 middle schools 

and 5 high schools.   

This study examined the perceptions of fairness in assessment scenarios 

and the relationship between these perceptions and change in the student-

teacher trust relationship.  The middle grades were selected for this study for 

two main reasons.  First, most studies addressing fairness and assessment 

focused on university students.  Thus, in this study the researcher wanted to 

explore the perceptions of students in K-12.  Also, in middle school, students 

become adolescents.  As Eccles and Midgley (1989) found, teacher and student 

relationships decline as students make the transition into adolescence.  Thus, 

this study was designed to provide information that might inform the role of 

assessment in contributing to that declining relationship.  The sample was 

further restricted to seventh grade students; at the time of the study, they had 

completed one half of their middle school experience, which signifies they are 

equally removed from elementary and high school.    

 The district’s Research, Accountability and Evaluation department 

provided student demographic data, as well as school rosters.  It also served as 

the survey administrator, both sending out the survey and receiving the results.  

Recent enrollment data showed there were 2,150 seventh graders in the 
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participating district.  Of those students, 53 percent were male, 47 percent were 

female.  Three percent of students were Asian, 60 percent were African-

American, 7 percent were Hispanic, 27 percent were White, and the remaining 

three percent were either American Indian, Native Hawaiian or identified 

themselves as two or more races.   Forty nine percent of the students received 

free or reduced lunch.   

 In order to help ensure the scenarios and questions of the survey would 

be understood by the students, the researcher first conducted a pilot test.  Fink 

(2006) suggested “trying out the survey process initially by using a different 

method from the one you eventually intend to use” (p. 40).  In this case, the 

survey instrument was first administered to a focus group in interview form.  In 

order to capture “a sample that represents various groups and patterns of 

characteristics in the desired proportions” (Fink, 2006, p. 49), a focus group was 

conducted which was comprised of seventh graders from a middle school in the 

district whose seventh graders most matched the district’s seventh grade 

population in terms of gender, race and socioeconomic proportions, which was 

School C in Table 3.2.  The table shows those demographic data points.  Once 

the focus group from School C gave feedback, the instrument was revised.  

Changes made to the instrument are discussed in more detail in Chapter Four.  

Subsequently, the remaining 2,150 seventh graders in the district were given the 

revised survey. 
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Table 3.2  
 

Seventh Grade Demographic Data in Percent from District’s Middle Schools 
 

Location Male Asian 

African-

American Hispanic White 

Free/Reduced 

Lunch Status 

District 53 3 60 7 27 49 

School A 53 6 57 9 23 57 
School B 53 4 66 9 18 56 
School C 50 3 59 6 27 48 

School D 57 3 45 3 46 26 
School E 48 4 64 7 23 48 
School F 55 0 80 5 11 62 

School G 54 0 49 5 43 38 

 

Data Analysis 

 In order to support validity, the survey scenarios were first presented to 

nine educators with professional middle school experience as well as a focus 

group comprised of seventh graders.  This step was necessary in providing 

content validity evidence, or as Doherty (2008) stated, when “you want to 

improve something, ask the people who do it” (p. 82).   One focus group was 

used, with seven randomly selected seventh grade students.  Brown (1999) says 

that the group should consist of 4-12 if the group is homogeneous and 6-12 if 

heterogeneous; a balance between the need to have enough people for a lively 

discussion and the danger of an overwhelming group size must be achieved.  

The selected students’ parents/guardian received an invitation letter, describing 

the study, explaining the benefits and risks, and asking for permission.  Because 

the students are minors, receiving adult permission was necessary legally and 

ethically.  However, the researcher also asked for the child’s permission on the 
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same letter.  Once the students had been selected and permission had been 

given, the researcher coordinated with the school to meet with the students 

during non-instructional time, in this case, lunch.  The researcher used the script 

and questions given in Appendix A.  By asking for feedback before the large-

scale data collection, the researcher was able to refine the questions.  As Glesne 

stated, this process “enables [the researcher] to focus and shape the study as it 

proceeds” (2006, p. 148).  The researcher took notes during the focus group.  

Later, the researcher used coding to “break down, examine, compare, 

conceptualize and categorize” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 61) the data from the 

interviews.  These patterns then were used to change the scenarios in order to 

provide clarity or relevance.  The data gathered helped the “choice of question 

wording become more objective and less a matter of research judgment” 

(Fowler, 2002, p. 6).    

The first research question of this study investigated student perceptions 

of fairness based on scenarios that were constructed according to best practice 

in assessment and to exemplify one of the three types of fairness as described 

by Rodabaugh (1996). 

1.  Do students’ perceptions of fairness in an assessment scenario differ 

based on the best practice characteristics of the scenario (if it is written to 

promote best practice or deviate from best practice), but not based on the 

type of fairness (i.e., interactional, procedural, outcome) represented?     
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To answer this question, first a fairness alignment coefficient (FAC Sub-score) for 

each student was created, in regards to type of fairness.  The FAC sub-score was 

a sum of the student’s perception of fairness for each of the three scenarios that 

represented the three different types of fairness.  In other words, the students’ 

perception of fairness for scenarios 1, 2, and 9 were added together to create a 

FAC-interactional score.  Similarly, scenarios 4, 6, and 7 were added together to 

create a FAC-procedural score and scenarios 3, 5 and 8 were added together to 

create a FAC-outcome score.  Each student had three FAC sub-scores, and one 

total FAC score.   

However, because some scenarios were intentionally written to deviate 

from best practice, the student’s responses for these items were reverse coded.  

Thus, after this recoding, a score of six represented a student either (a) 

perceiving a scenario deliberately written to promote best practice as completely 

fair or (b) a student perceiving a scenario deliberately written as deviating from 

best practice as completely unfair.    

 Then, to determine if the FAC for each sub-score is similar, a within-

subjects analysis of variances (ANOVA) was performed.  A within-subjects’ 

analysis is necessary because each student’s perceptions of fairness was 

represented in multiple types of fairness’ alignment coefficients sub-scores.   An 

ANOVA was desirable because there were three types of fairness sub-scores 

represented in the scenarios.  The dependent variable was comprised of the FAC 

sub-score for each type of fairness.  The three levels of the within-subject factor 
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are interactional, procedural, and outcome fairness.  When significant differences 

were found (p<.05), Tukey HSD post hoc procedures were applied as necessary 

to determine where the differences in FAC sub-scores lie.   

 While the scenarios were developed specifically with Rodabaugh’s types of 

fairness in mind, to provide confirmatory validity, factor analysis was completed 

on the results.  Ideally, the students’ responses to the interactional, procedural 

and outcome scenarios would have had similar patterns of responses because 

they are all associated with a latent variable-type of fairness.  However, the 

researcher measured the relationships between the scenarios and reported the 

results of the factor analysis.  

The second research question of this study investigated if there was a 

relationship between students’ perception of fairness, student’s gender, and 

change in trust student perception. 

2.  To what extent does a student’s perception of fairness and the 

student’s gender predict his or her perception of change in trust toward 

the teacher? 

Each student’s reverse coded Total Fairness Alignment Coefficient was used as 

one predictor.  The student’s gender was used as the second predictive variable.  

The trust variable was reverse coded for scenarios which were intentionally 

written to deviate from best practice.  Thus, after this recoding, a score of six 

represented (a) a student gaining trust based on a fair practice or (b) a student 

losing trust based on an unfair practice.    
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This regression coefficient addressed the second hypothesis that students 

whose perceptions of fairness were more in line with best practice also changed 

the level of trust for the teacher in a significant manner.  In other words, a 

student who found scenarios that deviated from best practice as more unfair, 

and who found scenarios that promoted best practice as more fair, also changed 

the trust in the teacher in a similar pattern (less trust for unfair practices and 

more trust for fair practices).  Also, by using gender as another predictive value, 

the model tested the question “Did gender have a role in these changes of 

trust?” 

Procedures 

 For the focus group, seven students were randomly selected from School 

C’s seventh grade population.  The researcher met with these students during 

their lunch period and used the script and questions listed in Appendix A.  The 

purpose of the focus group was, as Fowler states, “to compare the reality about 

which respondents will be answering questions with the abstract concepts 

embedded in the study objectives” (2002, p. 106).   

 Using data from the focus groups, scenarios were honed for the larger 

survey.  Then, all seventh grade students in the district received the survey via 

the K12 Insight survey software program used by the district.  Students were 

told the survey was not mandatory and their responses would be kept 

confidential.  The survey began with an introduction, and description of the 

survey.  Students were given twelve days to complete the survey, which was 
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sent via their school email, and was tracked using the K12 software’s program so 

students could not complete it more than once.  All data were kept in a 

password-secured computer and network throughout the collection and analyses.   

 The data were divided into two tables.  The first identified the individual 

student’s responses concerning fairness to all nine scenarios.  It recorded the 

student’s unique identification number, the scenario number, and it noted if the 

situation was written to promote best practice, or to deviate from best practice.  

These pieces of data were useful first in descriptive statistics.  Such statistics as 

the overall mean scores for each scenario were reported, as well as overall 

fairness scores for scenarios that were written in concordance or discordance 

from best practice.  The data table also indicated which type of fairness the 

scenario represented.  These data were used to create the FAC sub-scores, 

which were then used in the within-subjects ANOVA.   

The second data table was similar to the first data table, in that it also 

recorded the student’s unique identification number, the scenario number, and it 

noted if the situation was written to promote best practice, or to deviate from 

best practice.  However, it also recorded the change on trust perception as well.  

These data were first used to create descriptive statistics such as the mean in 

student perceptions of fairness and mean in student perceptions of change in 

trust for each scenario.  However, it was also used to run a multiple regression 

analysis with student perception of fairness and student gender as predictive 
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variables for the change in trust variable.  Both analyses were created using 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 21.   
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Chapter Four 

Data Analyses and Major Findings 

This chapter presents a variety of data analyses designed to answer the 

research questions: 

1. Do students’ perceptions of fairness in an assessment scenario differ 

based on the best practice characteristics of the scenario (if it written to 

promote best practice or deviate from best practice), but not based on the 

type of fairness represented (i.e., interactional, procedural, outcome)? 

2. To what extent does a student’s perception of fairness and gender predict 

his or her perception of change in trust toward the teacher? 

Qualitative results from the educator surveys and from the student focus group 

will be reported first.  The descriptive and inferential statistics concerning 

student perceptions of fairness will follow.  Finally, analyses of students’ 

perception of trust, student gender, and students’ perception of trust will 

conclude the chapter. 

Qualitative Results from Surveys and Focus Groups 

 In order to increase evidence of validity based on response processes, the 

researcher gathered input from stakeholders familiar with the types of behaviors 

portrayed in the scenarios.  Seven seventh grade students from a school that is 
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similar in district demographics participated in a focus group.  Specific 

demographic data describing the backgrounds of these students can be found in 

Table 4.1.  The researcher followed the protocol as described in Appendix A.     

Table 4.1 

Focus Group Demographics 
 

 Number of 
Students 

Gender  
    Female 3 
    Male 4 

Lunch Status  
    Free or Reduced 4 

    Full Pay 3 
Race  
    African-American 4 

    Latino 1 
    White 2 
Reading Achievement  

    1-25th percentile 1 
    26th-50th percentile 2 
    51st to 75th percentile 1 

    75th to 99th percentile 3 

Note. Lunch status is an indicator of socio-economic status, and represents is a 
child’s parent/guardian has applied for and has been approved for free or 

reduced lunch based on family size and income.  Reading achievement was 
measured using the Measures of Academic Progress reading assessment.  The 

most recent score was used. 
 

Nine educators who either are current middle school teachers or 

administrators were also sent a copy of the scenarios, and were asked the same 

questions from the focus group.  Their responses were anonymous in hopes of 

more honest responses.   

Generally, the stakeholders felt the scenarios were both clear and 

conceivable based on the stakeholders’ past experiences, which were the goals.  
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Overall, seven of the scenarios were deemed completely clear and plausible by 

the educators.  They had some wording suggestions, for example, changing 

“reading teacher” to “ELA teacher” in scenario five because middle schools do 

not have reading teachers.  However, scenarios one and two caused mixed 

responses from the educators.  Five out of nine educators believed a middle 

school teacher would (and some indicated has) marked down a student’s grade 

significantly based on handwriting.  Four of the nine could not conceive of such 

an event occurring.  One made a suggestion of changing the scenario from down 

grading the work from an A to B to down grading it from a 100 (highest A) to a 

93 (lowest A).  This suggested change was made and presented to the student 

focus group.  Interestingly, all of the student focus group members believed 

scenario one to be completely plausible, and had, in fact, happened to either 

themselves or someone they knew.  Their suggestion, which was made without 

any prompting from the researcher or knowledge of the first draft of the 

scenario, was to have the teacher change the grade from an A to a B, which was 

how the scenario was originally written.  The researcher decided to follow the 

students’ suggestions, as opposed to the educators, since every student in the 

focus group was in agreement, and because the population being studied was 

the students.   

The other scenario which the educators could not agree upon was 

scenario two, which describes a teacher handing out papers from top scores to 

bottom scores.  Seven of the nine educators viewed the practice as plausible, 
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while two could not imagine it happening.  This question also caused more 

comments than any other.  One comment which was representative of many 

stated, “I hate this system.....I know some teachers do this...I think it is a 

terrible way to motivate kids!” (Anonymous, 2015).  Again, when the researcher 

asked the student focus group about scenario two, each child found it plausible, 

which led the researcher to leave the scenario in the survey, unchanged.   

 The students, including the student at the 8th reading percentile, were all 

in agreement for each scenario.  They believed each was clear and plausible.  

The researcher was especially interested if the student at the 8th reading 

percentile could understand the text of the scenarios, because there are many 

students reading significantly below grade level in the seventh grade throughout 

the district.  The student was chosen to restate or describe three of the nine 

scenarios, and could do so well each time.  This helped bolster the researcher’s 

confidence that all students would be able to read and understand the scenarios. 

There were wording suggestions they felt would improve the scenarios.  

They agreed “nicer” was not the best word to use in scenario five, as “nice” was 

too vague a word.  They suggested it be changed to “cooperative.”  The 

researcher agreed and made the change before the final survey went out. 

The other change the students suggested was changing the French teacher to a 

mathematics teacher.  They informed the researcher that the practicing of oral 

word formation is not common in their level of foreign language; that they are 

mainly memorizing vocabulary words.  When asked if the students could see the 
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point of the scenario, they described it as “the teacher wants the students to 

make mistakes during class, but not on the test” (Anonymous, 2015), which was 

exactly the purpose of the scenario.  The students then suggested the teacher 

be a math teacher, since they often have opportunities to try a new math 

concept in class before seeing it on a test.  The researcher agreed, and, while 

keeping the frame of the scenario intact, changed details to reflect a math 

classroom. 

Survey Results 

 After the focus group’s and educator survey’s results were reviewed, 

changes as described in the previous section were made.  The survey was then 

sent to 2,141 seventh graders currently in the district.  A response rate of 34.5% 

was attained, which was 738 responses.   

Psychometric Qualities for Fairness Questions  

 Table 4.2 shows the students’ perceptions of fairness for each scenario.    

The complete scenario can be found in Appendix B.  For five of the nine 

scenarios (numbers 2, 3, 4, 6, and 9), over half of the students reported 

perceptions of fairness which aligned to best practice (either they found practices 

which deviated from best practice to be unfair, or practices which promote best 

practice to be fair.)  One scenario, number 8, which describes a teacher who 

only uses one type of assessment, found students evenly divided between fair or 

unfair.  Finally, for three of the nine scenarios (numbers 1, 5, and 7), over half of 

the students reported perceptions of fairness which did not align to best practice 
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(either they found practices which deviated from best practice to be fair, or 

practices which promote best practice to be unfair.)   

Table 4.2  

Student Perceptions of Fairness Results Shown as a Percentage 

Scenario 
Number 

Completely 
unfair 

Somewhat 
unfair 

A little 
unfair 

A little 
fair 

Somewhat 
fair 

Completely 
fair 

1 8.51% 14.09% 14.78% 7.81% 10.18% 44.63% 

2 27.03% 18.51% 20.41% 11.08% 13.38% 8.78% 

3 10.54% 9.46% 8.92% 9.46% 21.76% 39.05% 

4 21.40% 19.34% 17.01% 11.52% 12.21% 18.52% 

5 17.28% 14.68% 20.30% 9.47% 14.95% 23.32% 

6 7.25% 7.80% 9.30% 9.85% 15.87% 49.93% 

7 13.16% 13.43% 12.19% 11.22% 14.68% 35.32% 

8 11.42% 16.64% 22.00% 13.68% 17.77% 18.48% 

9 12.10% 12.94% 16.60% 12.38% 15.89% 30.10% 

 

These percentages represent the students’ responses to the survey 

questions concerning fairness.  However, in order to complete inferential data 

analysis, the results first had to be coded as continuous variables, as designated 

on the survey (6 representing “Completely fair” and 1 representing “Completely 

unfair,” for example).  Then, the scores of any questions which deviated from 

best practice needed to be reverse coded.  This change supports better clarity in 

analyses, as a “6” would now represent a student’s perception toward fairness as 

completely aligned with the scenario’s promotion or deviation from established 

best practice.   

After recoding the appropriate questions, the researcher examined the 

alignment to best practices of each scenario, known as the Fairness Alignment 

Coefficient, or FAC.  Table 4.3 shows these results.  Four of the nine scenarios 
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showed students’ perceptions of fairness (FAC’s) were generally aligned to best 

practice as their overall means were greater than 4.0. Scenario six, which 

allowed the students to use calculators on a Social Studies timeline assignment, 

had the greatest alignment, with x =4.69.  Three scenarios showed some 

alignment to best practice as their overall mean scores were between 3.5 and 

3.9.   

However, there were two scenarios in which the students’ perceptions of 

fairness (FAC) did not align to best practice.  First, scenario seven, which 

described a student who is an avid reader but is unorganized with her reading 

log, had the lowest FAC (x =2.93).  Over 35% of the students felt the teacher 

would be acting completely fairly in giving the girl in the scenario a zero for not 

turning in her reading log.  However, research into best assessment practice 

scenarios warns against such teacher actions as the grade does not represent 

the child’s achievement in the content (in this case, reading); instead, it 

represents the child’s unwanted behavior of forgetfulness and disorganization.   

The other scenario which showed a lack of alignment was scenario eight.  

In this scenario, a teacher gives only projects to assess her students.  When 

given the idea that there is a student who prefers selective response 

assessments, the question was asked if it is fair for the teacher to only give 

open-ended projects even for a child whose learning style performs better with a 

more defined assessment type.  Students were in slightly out of alignment with 

best practice, x =3.35.   
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Table 4.3 

Student Perceptions of Fairness for Each Scenario (FAC) 

Scenario 
Number 

Type of 
Fairness 

Best 
Practice 

Mean Student 
Perception 

Standard 

Deviation for 
Perception 

1 I D 4.50 1.71 

2 I D 4.08 1.65 
3 O P 4.41 1.75 
4 P D 3.71 1.80 

5 O P 3.60 1.81 
6 P P 4.69 1.66 
7 P D 2.93 1.85 

8 O D 3.35 1.65 
9 I P 3.97 1.77 

Note. In the Type of Fairness column, P stands for 
procedural, I stands for interactional, and O stands for 
outcome.  In the Best Practice Column, D stands for 

deviates and P stands for promotes.   
 

To examine internal consistency, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for the 

fairness questions (∝ = 0.45), which is considered to show low reliability.   

Discrimination indices were calculated for survey questions as well.  Table 4.4 

presents these indices.   

Table 4.4 

 
Discrimination Indices for Fairness Items on Assessment Scenarios Survey 
 
Scenario Number Discrimination Index Cronbach’s Alpha if Item Deleted 

1 0.33 0.37 

2 0.20 0.46 
3 0.22 0.34 
4 0.18 0.47 

5 0.19 0.38 
6 0.23 0.34 
7 0.26 0.42 

8 0.32 0.38 
9 0.26 0.30 
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Most of these indices (seven out of nine) indicate these items 

discriminated somewhat between students with high FAC’s (i.e. high scores when 

discussing a scenario which promotes best practice and low scores when 

describing a deviation from best practice) and students with low FAC’s (i.e. 

scores that were lower when discussing a scenario which promotes best practice 

and higher when a scenario which deviates from best practice was presented).  

The first item had a discrimination index of 0.33, which indicates that students 

who believed the handwriting item to be more unfair were more likely to have 

higher FAC’s overall.  Similarly, the eighth item had an index of 0.32 indicates 

that students who believed assigning only projects to be unfair were more likely 

to have overall FAC scores.  The Cronbach’s alpha would decrease if seven of the 

nine scenarios were removed, and the Cronbach’s alpha would only increase by 

0.01 if scenario two was removed and by 0.02 if scenario four was removed. 

The Cronbach’s alpha of 0.45 might indicate students’ perceptions of 

fairness were not merely based on the promotion or deviation of the scenario 

from best practice.  If it were, the internal consistency should be much higher 

and would represent one common latent factor: alignment to best practices 

literature.  Therefore, as part of an examination of validity, an exploratory factor 

analysis was performed to investigate what the latent variables might be, since it 

does not seem solely to be alignment to literature.  Using the results from the 

fairness questions, Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure greater than 0.6 (0.68) indicates 

the sample is adequate for exploratory factor analysis.   The Bartlett’s test of 
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sphericity also surpasses the adequacy test, as it is significant at the <.0005 

level.  An orthogonal rotation was used as the researcher assumed the latent 

variables were uncorrelated.  Additionally, coefficients that were smaller than 

0.32 were suppressed.   

The exploratory factor analysis revealed three latent concepts in the 

student overall Fairness Alignment Coefficients.  The scenarios which loaded 

together on factor one were numbers 1, 5, 7, 8, 9.  These scenarios described 

marking down due to poor handwriting; allowing a student to earn a grade 

based on work, not attitude; giving a student a zero for missing work; a teacher 

who gives only projects; and a teacher who only grades summative assessments.   

Scenarios 3, 5, 6, and 9 were loaded together on factor two.  These 

describe a teacher refusing to give a zero for missing work; allowing a student to 

earn a grade based on work, not attitude; giving students who struggle with 

math calculators for a social studies assignment; and grading only summative 

assessments.   

Finally, factor three had scenarios 1, 2, and 4 loaded upon it.  These 

involve marking down due to poor handwriting; handing back results from high 

to low; and a teacher grading homework as a means to encourage students to 

do homework.   

Looking at these results, factor one may represent a latent variable of 

justice.  Fairness and justice stem from the same family, but are not the same 

concept.  The scenarios in factor one all seem to share the concept of what a 
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person deserves.  For example, in scenario one, does the child deserve a lower 

grade due to a trait that is not under his or her control?  In scenario seven, does 

the girl who has had many warnings about her late reading log deserve a zero 

when she is late one more time?  This construct seems to be version of middle 

school justice. 

 Factor two seems to have a latent-construct of empathy.  These four 

scenarios all describe students who struggle with something: organization, social 

skills, subtraction, learning a new skill.   By loading onto the same factor, it 

seems students perceived these scenarios in a similar manner, indicating they 

may feel when a teacher is acting empathetically, the students will feel the 

actions are fairer. 

   Scenarios 1, 2, and 4 load together to make factor three.  These three 

scenarios seem to have a latent construct of control.  In each, the teacher is 

attempting to control the student by means of a grade.   The child must control 

her handwriting or risk a lower grade, do better on the test to not have it handed 

back last, or do the homework unless he or she would like a zero in the grade 

book.  Handwriting, studying or effort, and time management at home are all 

outside of a teacher’s control.  By loading these three scenarios onto one factor, 

it appears student responses similar when a teacher attempts to regulate student 

actions.  
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Table 4.5 

Exploratory Factor Analysis Structure Matrix 
 
Scenario 
Number 

Type of 
Fairness 

Best 
Practice Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

7 P D .72   
8 O D .66   
9 I P -.63 .35  

1 I D .61  .34 
6 P P  .73  
3 O P  .69  

5 O P -.35 .39  
4 P D   .77 
2 I D   .74 

Note. In the Type of Fairness column, P stands for procedural, I stands for 
interactional, and O stands for outcome.  In the Best Practice Column, D stands 

for deviates and P stands for promotes.  Cells that are empty indicate the 
scenario does not align to the factor at a value higher than 0.32. 
 

Hypothesis Testing: Fairness Perceptions 

In order to determine if Rodabaugh’s types of fairness influenced the 

results, a within-subjects analysis of variance was performed.  First, the 

researcher checked for assumption violation by conducting a Mauchley’s test for 

sphericity (which concluded that the data do not violate the sphericity 

assumption with a value of p=.34), a Shapiro Wilk test for normaility (which 

concluded that the data come from a normal distribution with a value of p=.32), 

and a test for outliers.  Once it was determined there were no violations of 

assumptions, a within-subjects ANOVA determined that mean student perception 

coefficients differed at a statistically significant level between types of fairness 

(F(2,1314)=48.36, P<.0005).  Post-hoc tests using the Bonferroni correction 

revealed that the mean value for students’ perceptions of fairness involving 
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scenarios representing procedural fairness (FAC-Procedural) was slightly less 

than students’ perceptions of fairness involving scenarios representing outcome 

fairness (FAC-Outcome) (11.30 ± .12 vs. 11.41 ± .11), which was not 

statistically significant (p=1.0).  However, the mean value for students’ FAC-

Procedural was statistically significantly less (p<.0005) than students’ 

perceptions of fairness involving scenarios representing interactional fairness 

(FAC-Interactional) (11.30 ± .12 vs. 12.61 ± .11).  Also, the mean value for 

students’ FAC-Outcome was statistically significantly less (p<.0005) than 

students’ FAC-Interactional (11.41 ± .11 vs. 12.61 ± .11).  Thus, it does seem 

students do seem to recognize fair or unfair situations (as defined by best 

practice) when they are presented in an interactional Scenario, one which 

involves the relationship between the students and their teachers, more so than 

when the fair or unfair action is presented in a procedural or outcome scenario. 

Psychometric Qualities for Trust Questions  

 The second research question examines if the students’ perception of 

fairness and/or the student’s gender can predict the trust a student will feel after 

experiencing the different assessment scenarios.  To examine internal 

consistency, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for the trust questions (∝ = 0.57), 

which indicates a low level of reliability.  Discrimination indices were calculated 

for survey questions as well.  Table 4.6 presents these indices.  

All but one item revealed good discrimination (>.30), which indicates that 

for each of these scenarios, students whose trust increased or decreased, 
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Table 4.6 
 

Discrimination Indices for Trust Items on Assessment Scenarios Survey 
 
Scenario Number Discrimination Index Cronbach’s Alpha if Item Deleted 

1 .39 .54 
2 .33 .57 

3 .34 .44 
4 .31 .58 
5 .33 .44 

6 .28 .48 
7 .39 .54 
8 .40 .54 

9 .31 .46 

 

depending on the alignment of the question to best practice literature, were 

more likely to have overall higher trust alignment scores.  The only scenario 

which did not have an index of 0.30 or higher was scenario six, but its value was 

0.28.  The Cronbach’s alpha would decrease if seven of the nine scenarios were 

removed, and the Cronbach’s alpha would remain the same if scenario two was 

removed and increase by 0.01 if scenario four was removed. 

Table 4.7 shows the students’ perceptions of trust for each scenario.  The 

complete scenario can be found in Appendix B.  For eight of the nine scenarios 

(all but scenario 8), over half of the students reported their trust in their teacher 

would change in accordance to their sense of fairness (scenarios which were 

considered fair would increase trust while scenarios which were considered unfair 

would decrease trust.)  For scenario 8, 55% of the students felt using one type 

of assessment would decrease their trust in their teacher, while 50% of these 

students felt such practice was fair.      
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Table 4.7 
 

Student Perceptions of Change in Trust Results Shown as a Percentage 
 

Scenario 
Number 

I would 

not trust 
my 

teacher 
anymore. 

I would 

trust my 
teacher 

a lot 
less. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
little less. 

I would 

trust my 
teacher a 

little 
more. 

I would 

trust my 
teacher 

a lot 
more. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher 
completely. 

1 26.96% 26.40% 23.60% 9.64% 4.89% 8.52% 

2 13.05% 21.57% 35.58% 13.74% 4.67% 11.40% 

3 5.04% 8.45% 15.26% 24.11% 19.07% 28.07% 

4 12.30% 16.94% 33.20% 15.98% 6.69% 14.89% 

5 9.70% 14.96% 31.99% 17.59% 7.06% 18.70% 

6 4.29% 7.47% 12.72% 20.33% 20.89% 34.30% 

7 10.72% 11.84% 24.51% 18.11% 12.40% 22.42% 

8 7.81% 13.21% 33.95% 19.32% 9.23% 16.48% 

9 7.91% 11.44% 23.31% 24.86% 11.44% 21.05% 

 

 These percentages represent the students’ change in trust in response to 

the different scenarios presented.  However, in order to complete inferential data 

analysis, the results first had to be coded as continuous variables, as designated 

on the survey (e.g. “6” representing “I would completely trust my teacher” and 

“1” representing “I would completely not trust my teacher”).  Then, the scores of 

any questions which deviated from best practice needed to be recoded.  This 

would ensure better clarity in analyses, as a “6” would now represent a student’s 

change in trust for an unfair scenario (as described by best practice literature) as 

“I would completely not trust my teacher.”  Similarly, a “1” in this same scenario 

would represent a student’s change in trust for an unfair scenario as “I would 

completely trust my teacher.”)  For scenarios which were written as promoting 

best practice (as described in the research literature), these trust values did not 
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need to be reverse coded. Thus, a “6” would represent a student whose trust 

level on a fair scenario would change to “I completely trust my teacher” and a 

“1” would indicate “I completely do not trust my teacher” on an unfair scenario.  

Finally, each student’s total score for fairness was created by adding all the 

student’s reverse coded fairness scores; a trust total score was also created in a 

similar fashion. 

 The maximum score a student could receive for each variable was a fifty-

four (nine scenarios with a maximum score of six).  The maximum observed 

score was fifty-three for fairness, and a fifty-two for trust.  The minimum 

observed score for both fairness and trust was a nine.  Table 4.8 shows the 

means and standard deviations for both variables.  

Table 4.8 

Mean and Standard Deviations for Fairness Total Scores and Trust Total Scores 

 Mean Standard Deviation 

Fairness 34.66 6.08 

Trust 33.93 5.37 

 

Hypothesis Testing: Trust Perceptions 

Once the responses were reverse coded, the researcher conducted the 

various assumption tests for multiple regression.  First, the test for independence 

of residuals was conducted using the Durbin-Watson statistic.  With a value of 

1.95 the null hypothesis that there was not independence was rejected and the 

assumption was allowed.  The next assumption specifies a need for there to be 
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a linear relationship between (a) the dependent variable and each of the 

independent variables, and (b) the dependent variable and the independent 

variables collectively.  Using the scatterplot depicted in Figure 4.1, the researcher 

detected a linear relationship existed, and the assumption was met. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1.  Scatterplot of fairness and trust scores differentiated by gender. 

Next, the researcher needed to show the data met the assumption of 

homoscedasticity, which is where the variances along the line of best fit remain 

similar as you move along that line.  Using a scatterplot of residuals and 

predicted values, the regression standardized residual values are approximately 

equally distributed for all values of the regression standardized predicted values, 

which shows the assumption of homoscedasticity is preserved.  This scatterplot 

is shown in Figure 4.2.   
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 Figure 4.2.  Scatterplot for test of homoscedasticity 

The next assumption that must be checked for is multicollinearity, which 

occurs when you have two or more independent variables that are highly 

correlated with each other.  This can be tested using Variance Inflation Factors.  

Generally, if the value is less than 10, there is no evidence of multicollinearity.  

This data set had a value of 1.001, which allows the assumption of no 

multicollinearity to remain intact.   

The next test for assumptions addresses outliers.  In this data set, there 

were nine outliers, as identified by the Casewise Diagnostics in SPSS, which is 

shown in Figure 4.3.  These cases were not deleted; however the analysis was 

run with and without the apparent outliers.   The same conclusion was reached, 

regardless of the inclusion or deletion of the outliers. 
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Case 

Number 

Std. 

Residual 

Trust 

Total 

Predicted 

Value Residual 

86 -3.26 20 32.24 -12.24 

124 -3.69 19 32.87 -13.87 

152 -4.56 17 34.14 -17.14 

186 -6.06 12 34.77 -22.77 

361 -3.27 13 25.28 -12.28 

379 -3.28 18 30.34 -12.34 

393 3.11 37 25.29 11.71 

664 -6.71 14 39.21 -25.21 

672 -3.51 26 39.21 -13.21 

 
Figure 4.3.  Casewise diagnostics results from multiple regression 
analysis.  These nine cases were identified as outliers, and were 

removed from the data set.  The dependent variable was the 
Trust Total Scores. 

 

 
Finally, the last assumption involves ensuring the residuals are approximately 

normally distributed.  Using a histogram (Figure 4.4), the researcher concluded 

this assumption was met. 

Once determining the assumptions for multiple regression were met, the 

actual regression analysis was completed.  The student’s total Fairness Alignment 

Coefficient, which represented the student’s alignment to best practices, and the 

student’s gender were used as independent variables.  The student’s overall trust 

score, which represented the degree to which a child’s trust changed positively 

for fair situations and negatively for unfair situations, was used as the dependent 

variable.   

 



 

60 

 

 
 Figure 4.4. Histogram of regression standardized residuals using the  
 dependent variable of trust.  Used as a test for normality of residuals, one  
 assumption which must be met before performing a multiple regression  

 inferential analysis.  These residuals seem to be normally distributed. 

 
  Using both fairness total and gender as predictors, the model yields 

an adjusted R squared value of .510, which indicates the model accounts for a 

little more than half of the variation in trust scores.  Cohen’s f2 effect size for this 

R squared value is 1.0, which Cohen (1992) describes as a large effect size.  The 

model is statistically significant in predicting trust from FAC and gender 

(p<.0005).  In looking at the individual predictors, the FAC is a much stronger 

predictor, with gender not being a significant predictor (p=.954).  Table 4.9 

shows the coefficients and significance values for the model. 

The following chapter includes some discussion of the outcomes from the 

various tests, interpretation of the findings as a whole, and implications for 

further analysis. 
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Table 4.9 

Multiple Regression Coefficient Table with Trust Total as Dependent Variable 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

Significance B Std. Error β 

Constant 11.98 .92  .00 

FAC .633 .02 .72 .00 

Gender .016 .28 .00 .95 
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Chapter Five 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Summary of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate student perceptions of 

fairness in common classroom grading practices as well as change in trust of the 

teacher after these practices.  With classroom formative and summative 

assessment, as well as grading policies, being a frequently discussed and 

debated topic, and the lack of empirical evidence concerning these practices and 

policies, this study informs the literature about one stakeholder’s perceptions of 

these topics.  This study demonstrates that, generally, students do perceive 

practices which align to the pre-existing literature as fair and practices which 

deviate from the pre-existing literature as unfair, as identified in the mean values 

for the fairness responses.  Furthermore, the within-subjects ANOVA supported 

the supposition that the students are more discriminatory in their perceptions 

based on the type of fairness represented in the teacher’s actions, as found in 

the post-hoc examination of the FAC’s for outcome, interactional and procedural 

fairness. 

 The regression analysis in this study also demonstrated there was a 

relationship between a student’s fairness alignment to best practices (FAC) and 

the student’s change in trust in their teacher.  Gender, which was also explored 
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in this same analysis, was not a significant predictor of trust levels.  This result 

suggests that as students feel a teacher is acting more and more fairly, they will 

trust that teacher more. The inverse is also true: this study’s results suggest that 

as students feel a teacher is acting more and more unfairly, they will distrust that 

teacher more and more.    

Discussion of Results 

 This section provides a discussion of the results including the factor 

analysis, analysis of variance, and regression analyses.  It also examines the 

similarity of results to those reported in the literature, potential factors 

contributing to the results, and challenges for future studies. 

Fairness alignment and change in trust.  

 Descriptive statistics provided some evidence to support the hypothesis 

that students were able to identify situations that were written to deviate from 

best practice as more unfair and situations that were written to promote best 

practice as fair.  Using within-subjects’ analysis of variance, contrary to the null 

hypothesis, there were differences in the students’ fairness alignment depending 

on the type of fairness presented in the scenario.  Scenarios involving interaction 

fairness were different from both outcome and procedural fairness scenarios.   

In the regression analysis, two factors were used as predictors in the 

students’ change in trust: the student’s alignment to fairness coefficient and the 

student’s gender.   Student’s gender was found to not be a significant predictor 
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in change on trust.  However, the more a student could identify fairness 

scenarios correctly based on literature, the more the student’s trust changed in 

alignment to if the practice deviated or aligned to best practice. 

Connections to the literature. 

 While there has been discussion of fairness in standardized testing, 

fairness in classroom education has been limited to mainly university students.  

The results of this analysis appear consistent with a result from one of those 

studies. Gordon and Fay (2010) examined several hundred college students’ 

perceptions of fairness in their evaluative systems.  They found that college 

students believed interactional fairness (the way in which the professor treats 

the students in terms of equality) to be more important than outcome fairness 

(how teachers used assessment to create the course grade).  In the current 

study, the results from the Tukey post hoc analysis confirmed middle school 

students also were more perceptive to interactional fairness promotion and 

deviation than outcome and procedural fairness. 

 This study also contributed to the literature concerning trust and fairness 

in gender.  Previous studies (Baker, 2006; Howes et al., 2000; Hughes, Cavell, & 

Wilson, 2001) found girls in pre-K to 6th grade to trust their teachers more, 

regardless of the actions of the teacher.  Boys in those grades trusted their 

teachers less.  However, this research on assessment practices found the gender 

of the student was not a significant factor in predicting if the student’s trust 
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would change based on the teacher’s actions and the student’s perception of 

those actions. 

Implications of Results and Limitations 

 The study’s primary purpose to discover if students’ perceptions of 

assessment practices aligned to best literature was statistically inconclusive.  

While seven of the nine scenarios had a rounded mean of 4 (which indicated 

some alignment) or higher, the standard deviations for all of the scenarios were 

higher than 1.5, which allows for statistic uncertainty of this alignment. Perhaps 

the fairness question should not have been a Likert scale response, but a binary 

response (“Is it fair?” “Yes” or “No”).  This would allow for a more precise 

interpretation of the results.  However, it also may lead to less valid results in 

that fairness is not always seen as a binary issue.   

 Another possible limitation was the sample response rate.  Although there 

were 738 responses, this only represented 34.5% of the total population of 

seventh grade students in the district.  While the larger number of responses 

allowed for adequate power, there might still be some response bias.  Because 

this survey was sent by email, these responses may represent students who are 

more technologically inclined, or who have more frequent access to their email.  

It was also sent from the seventh grade administrator for each school.  This was 

done in an effort to increase participation (receiving an email from a known 

person rather than an unknown district office email address).  However, students 
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who may have had a negative interaction with the assistant principal may have 

been less inclined to participate in the survey.    

Recommendations 

 There are several recommendations for improving classroom assessment 

related to this study.  First, student perceptions of fairness do appear to, 

generally, if not statistically, align with assessment best practices.  Therefore, 

seventh grade teachers who desire to be considered fair by their students should 

reflect on their grading practices and move to align them to the best practices 

literature described in this study.  By doing so, these teachers will likely not only 

be regarded as more fair, but also garner more trust.  Trust in teachers 

increased as students were able to perceive fair and unfair situations, as defined 

by the assessment literature.   

 Upon this reflection, if a teacher finds many practices are out of 

alignment, that teacher may start with aligning any assessment practices that 

may impact interactional fairness first.  This would include any assessment 

practices that influence the daily relationship between instructor and student, 

most likely formative assessment situations.  This recommendation comes from 

the within-subjects’ analysis of variance results, which found students’ perception 

were aligned more closely to best practices when the scenario described  

interactional fairness.   
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 The exploratory factor analysis also lends itself to recommendations.  

Students reacted in a similar manner to scenarios which appeared to have a 

latent variable which represented justice, empathy and control.  Thus, this may 

suggest that teachers should attempt to view their assessment practices from 

these standpoints.  Reflective questions may include “Would my students see this 

practice as a means to employ justice in the classroom?”  or “Does performing 

this practice make me seem more empathetic?” or “Am I using this practice as a 

means to control my students?”  Answering in the affirmative for any of these 

questions does not necessarily mean a teacher should change the assessment 

practice in question.  The research would suggest the teacher should align the 

practice to the literature.  However, if the teacher answers one of these 

reflective questions in the affirmative, that teacher may also wish to address the 

reasoning behind the decision when reviewing assessment policies with students.  

For example, a teacher may believe giving a zero to students who do not turn in 

assignments is a means to employ justice to those who fail to do their work or 

who are forgetful.  Students also see it in this respect.  However, giving zeros 

deviates from best assessment practice literature.  So, if a teacher decides to not 

give zeros, but instead have students stay and make up work, that teacher may 

want to describe the rationalization behind this decision so students no longer 

see the zero as a means to justice.   

Implications for Future Research 
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 First, this study was specifically performed with middle school students 

due to their unique development at this age.  However, expanding it to 

elementary and high school students would provide a larger picture of the 

relationship between best practice scenarios, fairness, and trust.  Yet, there are 

roadblocks to this idea, as some of the scenarios were written with middle school 

classes in mind.   

 To investigate if the latent-factors identified by the research are valid, the 

utilization of qualitative methods might be helpful.  Interviewing students about 

the scenarios, and why they chose the level of fairness may give insight into if 

the identified factors of justice, empathy, and control are supported.  However, 

the type of research may be cost prohibitive for the number of students the 

researcher would need to interview, as well as the time from class each child 

would miss. 

 Also, only nine scenarios were developed for this survey to restrict time 

needed to take the survey to a homeroom period.  If there had been more 

questions which were written for each best practice, alignment, and type of 

fairness, we would expect the results to be more reliable.  However, more 

scenarios would mean more time needed to take the survey.   

 Additionally, while this study unsuccessfully attempted to employ gender 

as a statistically significant predictive variable in the relationship between 

fairness and trust, there may be another variable which may yield significant 
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results.  During the focus group, occasionally the students would want to 

comment on if they felt a particular scenario was fair.  The researcher reminded 

them that this was not their task, and guided them toward the questions on the 

protocol sheet. However, the researcher noticed a pattern during these off-topic 

discussions.  Students who were typically compliant students found the scenarios 

in which a student received a worse grade due to non-compliance as fair.  For 

example, two students agreed with a third student’s statement concerning the 

reading log not being turned in, “That student had plenty of chances, she 

deserves that zero” (Anonymous, 2015).  Similarly, when discussing the student 

who threw away his assignment accidentally, these same students felt “giving 

him a second chance is wrong.  He needs to be more organized” (Anonymous, 

2015).  After speaking to the students’ teachers briefly, these three students are 

all extremely organized, work promptly in class, and rarely choose to not follow 

school rules.  Therefore, it may be interesting to examine if there is a link 

between students who follow the typically compliant student model have 

different perceptions of fairness in terms of assessment. 

 Finally, standardized assessments are a major part of the educational 

accountability landscape.  They influence school and district ratings and teacher 

contract status.  Thus, studying classroom assessment practices as they relate to 

standardized test scores may be of interest.  Since there is cursory evidence that 

students can perceive fair and unfair classroom assessment practices, it may be 

interesting for students to give their current teachers a fairness rating, based on 
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the literature.  Then, a researcher could examine if there is a relationship 

between standardized test achievement and teachers’ fairness rating.       

Conclusion 

 As a result of this study, there is some evidence which supports students 

can identify practices which promote best assessment practice and practices 

which deviate from best assessment practices.  Students are more inclined to be 

in alignment to best assessment practice when interactional fairness is at stake.  

Students whose fairness perceptions were more aligned with best practice 

literature were more likely to gain or lose trust in their teacher, depending on if a 

scenario promoted or deviated from best practice.  Thus, educators of middle 

school students might want to strive to align their assessment practices to best 

practice if for no other reason than their students will generally be able to 

perceive when they do or do not.  Not only will the students’ perceptions of 

fairness change as teachers align their practices to literature, but so will their 

levels of trust. 
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Appendix A-Focus Group Script and Questions 

I am studying seventh graders thoughts on how teachers assess students and 

grade their work.  I am specifically looking at if the actions of the teacher are 

fair.   

1.  When I say fair in relation to assessment and grading, what things do you 

think of? 

I am going to describe some scenarios to you.  Think of them like stories.  They 

are written for you on the sheets I am giving you now.  After each, I am going to 

ask you three questions:  

a.  Was it clear?   What is happening in the scenario?   

b.  Is it possible?  I want to know if you could imagine this actually happening in 

middle school.  It might not have happened to you, but you could see how it 

might happen to someone in middle school. 

c.  How can I make it better?  This is exactly what it sounds like.  If you think it 

is clear and possible, there might be no need to make it better, but we’ll chat to 

make sure. 

(Researcher then passes out scenarios and discusses each one with the three 

questions listed above.)    
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Appendix B-Survey and Scenarios 

Hello, 

My name is Cori Jimenez, and I am a student at USC.  I also work for the 

district with their data team.  I am studying what students, like you, think about 

how teachers give feedback to students and how they assign grades.  I am also 

interested in what might help build trust between a teacher and student.   I hope 

my research will make our district a better place for us all to learn. 

 On the next few pages, you will be asked to read some scenarios, or 

stories.  The actions might have happened to you, or a friend of yours, or might 

have never happened to you or anyone you know.  That’s OK.  I want you to 

pretend you are in the classroom where this happened.  Then answer two 

questions: one about fairness and one about trust.  There are no right or wrong 

answers, no trick questions.  Your opinions are valid, no matter what they are.  

Just take some time and answer honestly, that’s all I ask. 

 You do not have to complete this survey.  It is not tied to any grade, and 

you will receive no physical reward or any punishment for completing it.  You will 

know that you are helping all the future middle schoolers in the district.  I do ask 

for your school email, but I will keep your responses confidential. This means I 
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will not share what you decide with other people.  I will be the only one who 

knows.  Thanks a ton! 



 

84 

 

Scenario 1:  (Deviates from best assessment practice) 

Your science teacher required each student to complete a science experiment.  

You needed to go through the science process (pick a question, research your 

topic, make a hypothesis, etc.)  Then, you needed to create a poster to show 

what you learned at the end of the experiment.  You had to write everything 

using your handwriting.   Your teacher gave you a rubric that included exactly 

how she was going to grade the experiment, and included a section on neatness. 

One of your classmates is really great at science.  She knows every answer, and 

is always performing mini-experiments.  She had the most impressive experiment 

you have ever seen, and even your teacher said she had never seen a better 

experiment.  When everyone got their grades back, you noticed your friend had 

a B.  When you asked her about it, your friend said the teacher had taken away 

points only because her handwriting is awful, no matter how hard she tries.   

How fair is it for your classmate to get her science grade lowered because of her 

handwriting? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 
Somewhat 

unfair 
A little 
unfair 

A little  
fair 

Somewhat 
fair 

Completely 
fair 

  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your 

teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I would not 
trust my 
teacher 

anymore. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher 

completely. 
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Scenario 2:  (Deviates from best assessment practice) 

One of your teachers is trying to motivate everyone to do their best.  One way 

he is trying to increase the students’ motivation is by handing back tests to 

students in order of how well they did.  Students with the highest grades get 

their tests back first, and students with the lowest grades get their tests back 

last.    

How fair is it for the teacher to hand back tests in order from highest to lowest? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 

Somewhat 

unfair 

A little 

unfair 

A little  

fair 

Somewhat 

fair 

Completely 

fair 
  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your 

teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I would not 
trust my 
teacher 

anymore. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher 

completely. 
 

  



 

86 

 

Scenario 3:  (Promotes best assessment practice) 

Your class has been asked by your Spanish teacher to create a report on a 

country where most people speak Spanish.  You have had two weeks to work on 

it in class.  A classmate of yours accidentally throws out his report when he was 

cleaning out his book bag.  The next day, your Spanish teacher asks for the 

reports to be turned in.  Your classmate realizes what happened, and tells the 

teacher.  Your classmate thinks he will get a zero, but, instead, she tells him he 

has to work during lunch and/or after school until he does the report again.   

How fair is it for the teacher to allow him redo the assignment? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 
Somewhat 

unfair 
A little 
unfair 

A little  
fair 

Somewhat 
fair 

Completely 
fair 

  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your 

teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I would not 
trust my 
teacher 

anymore. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher 

completely. 
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Scenario 4:  (Deviates from best assessment practice) 

At the beginning of each math class, you review that night’s homework.  More 

and more of our classmates are not doing their homework.  Your math teacher is 

frustrated.  She reminds everyone that homework is practice, and practice makes 

perfect.   

Meanwhile, you have just started a new unit in math.  It is one a topic that is 

pretty new to you and really challenging.  The homework was hard, but you tried 

your best. 

The next day, your teacher says she is collecting homework and will be grading 

it.  The grade will be a percentage of how many questions you got right.    

How fair is it for the teacher to grade this homework assignment? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 
Somewhat 

unfair 
A little 
unfair 

A little  
fair 

Somewhat 
fair 

Completely 
fair 

  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your 

teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I would not 
trust my 
teacher 

anymore. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher 

completely. 
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Scenario 5:  (Promotes best assessment practice) 

You have been studying writing for information.  Your reading teacher puts 

everyone in groups.  Each group has to write an article and then work together 

to create a newspaper.  You notice a female in another group is working, but 

whenever someone in her group asks her a question, she doesn’t look at the 

person and doesn’t stop her work.  The group complains to the teacher, who 

asks the female to be nicer.   

The groups publish their newspapers, and then review the other groups’ 

newspapers.  You notice her article is really well written.  But you wonder if her 

bad attitude made her lose points.   So you ask her.  She says she got full points. 

How fair is it for the female to get full points? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 

Somewhat 

unfair 

A little 

unfair 

A little  

fair 

Somewhat 

fair 

Completely 

fair 
  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your 

teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
I would not 

trust my 

teacher 
anymore. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
lot less. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
little less. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
little more. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
lot more. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher 
completely. 
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Scenario 6:  (Promotes best assessment practice) 

You have been learning about the Industrial Revolution in social studies.  Your 

teacher thinks it is very important for you to know how to read a timeline, and 

figure out how much time passed between dates.  Your class has been working 

on that skill over and over again, subtracting the younger date from the older 

date.   

Your teacher notices some of the class is struggling with subtraction.  Every time 

they set it up correctly, but make an error on the calculation.  When the teacher 

notices your classmates struggling with the calculations, she gives them a 

calculator.   

The day of the test, your teacher sets out a basket of calculators.  She tells the 

class they are welcome to use a calculator on any part of the test. 

How fair is it for the students to get to use a calculator? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 
Somewhat 

unfair 
A little 
unfair 

A little  
fair 

Somewhat 
fair 

Completely 
fair 

  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your 

teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

I would not 
trust my 
teacher 

anymore. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little less. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

little more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher a 

lot more. 

I would 
trust my 
teacher 

completely. 
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Scenario 7:  (Deviates from best assessment practice) 

In reading class, your teacher has you read 100 minutes during the week and 

write a summary about what you read.  It is due every Monday.  

A classmate of yours is really disorganized, but a great reader.  She always has a 

book out at lunch.  But, she usually forgets to hand her reading log in Monday.   

Your teacher has been giving her warnings when she turns it in late. 

Finally, one week, your teacher finally does what she has been warning: she 

refuses to accept the late reading log.  The female gets a zero for that week. 

How fair is it for the teacher to give the female a zero for late work? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 

Somewhat 

unfair 

A little 

unfair 

A little  

fair 

Somewhat 

fair 

Completely 

fair 
  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your 

teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
I would not 

trust my 

teacher 
anymore. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
lot less. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
little less. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
little more. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
lot more. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher 
completely. 
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Scenario 8:  (Deviates from best assessment practice) 

Your social studies teacher loves projects.  And she makes really good ones, too.  

You have had to do things like become an historical figure for a museum, make 

laws like an emperor, and debate if the Earth revolves around the sun.  You love 

it! 

However, you have a classmate who is shy.  He doesn’t like to talk in front of 

people, and he had a hard time during all of those projects.  Plus, he’s not real 

creative, so coming up with ideas for some were hard.  But, the teacher has told 

everyone that in real life there are no multiple choice tests, so everyone needs to 

learn how to make projects now. 

How fair is it for the teacher to only assign projects? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 

Somewhat 

unfair 

A little 

unfair 

A little  

fair 

Somewhat 

fair 

Completely 

fair 
  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your 

teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
I would not 

trust my 

teacher 
anymore. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
lot less. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
little less. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
little more. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher a 
lot more. 

I would 
trust my 

teacher 
completely. 
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Scenario 9:  (Promotes best assessment practice) 

Learning a new language is hard!  All these new vocabulary words, and making 

your mouth move a new way can be tiring.  Your French teacher is always 

having you try to say things, even if you aren’t sure.  Then he gives you pointers 

on how to make it sound better next time.  If you don’t know a word, you can 

just ask and your teacher tells you. 

Your teacher sits down with everyone once a week and speaks with them for two 

minutes.  You get a grade on how well you used the vocabulary from the week 

and formed the new words.  You never get graded on your daily work, even if 

it’s really good. 

How fair is it for the teacher to not grade your daily work and only grade your 

weekly work? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
Completely 

unfair 
Somewhat 

unfair 
A little 
unfair 

A little  
fair 

Somewhat 
fair 

Completely 
fair 

  

If this happened in your class, how much would it change your trust in your 

teacher? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
I would not 

trust my 
teacher 

anymore. 

I would 

trust my 
teacher a 

lot less. 

I would 

trust my 
teacher a 

little less. 

I would 

trust my 
teacher a 

little more. 

I would 

trust my 
teacher a 

lot more. 

I would 

trust my 
teacher 

completely. 
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