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Why do narratives matter?



Assessment 
Narratives:

How do you define 
“RIGOR”?



Common Narratives About Gen Z

Protected and Privileged: 
Helicopter/Lawnmower Parents

Tethered: 
iGen



How might these narratives affect how we respond 
to student work? Consider this first sentence from 
a student essay:

“Most people have believed that 
relationships, such as friendships 
and romantic relationships, can be 
related to particular movies we 
would watch or from beliefs we 
have gained while growing up.”



Perfect is Possible

“In order to get into 
college, I’ve got to have a 
4.6 GPA, 800s on my SATs, 
captain the soccer team, 
get elected homecoming 
queen, and start my own    
successful non-

profit….” 



I am unsafe…

More than 4 million children 
endured lockdowns last school 
year, a groundbreaking 
Washington Post analysis found. 
The experience left many 
traumatized (Dec. 2018).

about:blank


What do the Gen Z 
narratives have in 
common?

Each 
undermine 
student 
resilience.



Toxic 
impact on 
students 
Data drawn from four large, nationally representative 
surveys of 11 million Americans since the 1960s; since 2011…

•Disconnection/
loneliness/

isolation

•Adversarial relationships 
with TIME

•A sense of HELPLESSNESS

•Depression and anxiety



“I try my best in every assignment, but the outcome never comes 
out positive…The bad scores I would get from my teachers 
caused me to doubt myself, lowered my confidence, and caused 
me to panic every time I would write an essay.”

Meet Natalia“I find it weird that I hate writing but I 
love to read… Every time I have an essay 
assignment for a class, I become very 
anxious. Before I even start writing 
down my outline, I stress myself out 
over what will be good enough. It takes 
me hours to even write my first 
sentence… No doubt, I have pressed the 
backspace button about a million times.”



How do we 
craft counter-
narratives 
about Gen Z 
that foster 
resilience?

Rigor That Builds Learning Muscles: 
standards, curricula, and assessments that 
provide right amount of adversity and support 
student growth.

➢Growth Mindset about students (Dweck, 
2007)

➢Warm Demanders (Hammond, 2014)

➢Empathy and Community: 
relationships that create a sense of 
belonging (Strayhorn, 2012); classroom 
collaborations

➢Agency: pedagogy that empowers (Freire, 

1970); inquiry-based curricula; asset-focused 
assessment

➢Academic Self-Efficacy (Bandura, 2008)

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


Student Self-Annotation







Now what do you 
think about 
Natalia’s 
capabilities 
as a writer?



The UNGRADED 
margin is a low-
stakes space that 
creates resilient 
thought patterns: 

• It’s safe to take risks.

• The habit of noticing and 
thinking about the authors' 
style choices becomes more 
important than the content 
of any single annotation.

• Students feel they do not 
have to be PERFECT, 
resulting in reduced 
writing anxiety.



Moreover…

It’s good for student learning:

• It slows them down (self-regulation).

• It encourages them to consider their reader 
(metacognition).

• It encourages them to take responsibility for their writing, 
instead of passively following directions (agency).

• It helps to make skills salient (transfer).



And this, too!

It’s good for teachers:

Providing a window into the 
student’s process/learning, 
making visible what was 
previously invisible...

•Created an opportunity for 
dialogue (as opposed to 
deficit-judgments).

•Activated instructor 
empathy.



Encoding empathy in 
program assessment…



Quantitatively

You can count the 
number of annotations 
in pre- and post- samples:

• We noted a 46.67% 
increase in number of 
annotations over the 
year, suggesting 
students came to 
notice more about 
their writing over time. 



Content 
Analysis

You can code the 
quality of the 
annotations, marking a 
“+” if students 
identified a stylistic 
strategy AND discussed 
desired impact on 
reader, an “N” if they 
did only one, a “-” if 
they failed to do either. 



Correlate: 
the most effective writers

…made the most dramatic 
improvements in their writing 
performance AND also made striking 
improvements in their self-
annotations. 



Infer a 
definition…

As students develop 
as writers, they also 
develop more critical 
distance from their 
work and can meta-
cognitively evaluate 
written communication 
as a dialogue between 
a writer and a reader. 



Correlate: the 
least effective 
writers

Students who 
struggled with 

both writing and 
self-annotation 

either:

Merely repeated 
what was 
already 

appeared in the 
text (e.g., “here I 

quoted James 
Baldwin”), or

Failed to 
acknowledge 

the effect their 
rhetorical 

choices could 
have on readers. 



Infer a practice…

Less-developed writers need 
support to get critical distance 
and establish a sense of 
audience. 



Qualitatively: 
reflective writing 
on self-
annotation 
process

“What I think has helped me 
the most [to become a better 
writer] is when we discuss 
the different writing styles 
that different writers use.  
More often than not, I have 
not heard of some of the 
different styles, so by being 
exposed to them I can use 
some of those techniques 
in my own writing.”

[value of modeling]



Qualitatively: 
reflective writing 
on self-
annotation 
process (con’t.)

“I felt that I was discovering 
another side of myself.  I had 
never thought about ‘what do I
write?’”  [agency]

“It made me really think about 
what I was writing and how it 
would make sense to the reader.  
I could give the reader an easier 
time explaining my essay rather 
than them having to figure it out.”

[metacognition about audience]



A policy of asking students to  self-
annotate keeps empathy at the forefront 
of our assessment practice.

Students who have empathy-based relationships 
with their professors are more

• engaged 

• motivated

• resilient

• efficacious
Professors who have empathy-based 
relationships with their students are more

• engaged 

• motivated

• resilient

• efficacious



Questions?


