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e celebrate artists who dare to innovate, leaders who challenge
Wthe status quo, and activists who have the courage to stand up for

what they believe. In schools, we know how important it is for
students to develop intellectual courage and to take intellectual risks in ways
that are aligned with these kinds of visionaries.!

However, we also know that many school structures and teaching
methods lie in opposition to these visions of success. Classroom assess-
ments are one such example: standardized tests, rigid rubrics, and even
grades more broadly may have the intention of holding students to high ex-
pectations, but they can often hinder students’ intellectual risk-taking be-
haviors.2 If so much rides on a teacher’s evaluation or final scores, it’s hard
to authentically communicate to students that they should take risks. “Take
a chance! But not too much, actually, because you are going to be graded on
that project based on these ten strict criteria.”

Certainly, we all want to hold students to high expectations, and re-
search shows that teacher expectations are linked to student achievement.3
But grades aren’t the only way to communicate high standards, and we
know that grading and other high stakes assessment practices are often
linked to lower levels of intellectual risk-taking.4 All of this raises the ques-
tion: Are there meaningful assessment practices we can bring to our class-
rooms that not only hold students to high standards, but also allow their
intellectual courage to thrive?

We are not the only researchers who have asked how to re-design
assessment practices for today’s classrooms. Zeal, for example, recently fea-
tured a number of thoughtful pieces on ungrading and the ways in which
different educators are approaching this work.5s Numerous “grading for eq-
uity” researchers promote practices such as re-takes and resubmission of
work in order to promote mistake-making in the classroom.® Other scholars
challenge traditional rubrics and propose a framework for culturally and
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linguistically responsive rubrics that encourage linguistic agency.” Relat-
edly, some of our own work has explored how schools might measure char-
acter development in ways that center social justice considerations.8

In our own university-level teaching, we ask ourselves a lot of ques-
tions about grading norms: How are assessments useful? How are they
harmful? Which ones foster student learning? Which ones lend themselves
to creativity and risk-taking? Where is there nuance? We have recently
found some guidance by making connections between Jason Baehr’s Deep
in Thought and some of our own research. In this essay, we describe how
one school committed to both moral and academic excellence not only cre-
ated a culture of intellectual risk-taking aligned with Baehr’s work (specifi-
cally the principles and postures to foster intellectual virtues), but also used
classroom assessments in ways that contributed to, rather than detracted
from, the intellectual risk-taking of students. We ultimately describe four
assessment practices that, along with two guiding principles, can contribute
to a culture of intellectual risk-taking in the classroom.

What Are Intellectual Courage and Intellectual Risk-Taking?

Baehr describes intellectual courage, one of nine key intellectual vir-
tues, as “a readiness to persist in thinking or communicating in the face of
fear, including fear of embarrassment or failure.” More simply, he gives it
the slogan, “Take risks!”9 Baehr describes the pursuit of intellectual virtues
such as intellectual courage as necessary in classrooms for a variety of pur-
poses, including helping the transmission of knowledge, creating responsi-
ble, critically thinking citizens, and giving students the skills and virtues
they will need to succeed in the vocational world.° Intellectual courage, in
particular, is meant to help students persist despite their fears. It is a virtue
that is meant to help individuals keep their fear in check in order to pursue
epistemic goods—that is, learning—by taking intellectual risks. Baehr noted
that intellectually courageous students might volunteer to write a problem
on a board or speak up in class, despite their fear.:

In our own research, we define intellectual risk-taking (IRT) as en-
gaging in learning by contributing an idea, question, or creative thought re-
gardless of potential errors or judgments.:2 IRT and intellectual courage are
overlapping constructs and are often used interchangeably, but one way to
describe the difference is that intellectual courage is the virtue itself, while
intellectual risk-taking is the associated behavior or the act of displaying in-
tellectual courage.

For Baehr, a variety of practices help to foster intellectual virtues in
general and intellectual courage in particular: for example, sharing common
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virtue language, allowing time for reflection and practice to build under-
standing, and finally modeling and assessing virtues. Baehr describes some
practices as particularly important for encouraging intellectual courage in
students, including inculcating a growth mindset rather than a fixed mind-
set (e.g., believing one’s characteristics or attributes can change), making
sure students feel like they belong in the classroom so that they are willing
to take risks, and having teachers give up some of their control in the class-
room so that there is space for students to practice taking risks.:3 That said,
Baehr does not spend much time on how to foster intellectual courage. For
that, we turn to our own “Building a Culture of Intellectual Risk-Taking”
framework.

How Do You Build a Culture of Intellectual Risk-Taking?

A few years ago, we conducted research at a high school where IRT
seemed to be thriving in every classroom. Thistle Academy (a pseudonym)
was committed to student-led discussions in all content areas, collaborative
learning, and problem-solving. After a year-long investigation (including
over fifty classroom observations and twenty-three student and teacher in-
terviews), we ultimately created a theoretical framework that isolates eight
elements and twenty-one associated teaching moves. The elements of the
framework are: 1) reimagine the purpose of school as egalitarian and pro-
cess-based; 2) create a safe classroom community; 3) focus on not having
one single correct answer; 4) normalize disagreement and problem-solving;
5) teach discussion moves and expectations explicitly; 6) have students sup-
port each other; 7) have students provide evidence for their work; and 8)
reflect.14

As we read through the principles and postures in Deep in Thought,
we saw a direct alignment with Thistle Academy’s approach and with our
own IRT framework. At a school so authentically committed to student
character development, we recognized Baehr’s principles personified in our
observations and his postures embodied in our teacher interviews. As read-
ers, we found Baehr’s work to be such a clear synthesis of the incredibly
complex work we observed. We were particularly drawn to Baehr’s notes on
assessment, feedback, and reflection given the similarly rich culture of re-
flection, feedback, and growth at Thistle Academy. Further, as we read, we
began to consider possible implications for the nexus of assessment and in-
tellectual risk-taking.

What is the Connection Between Assessment and Intellectual
Risk-Taking?
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There is a push to move classrooms away from standardized assess-
ments towards new forms of student feedback that better represent the re-
alities of students’ learning (e.g., see the “Ungrading,” “Rethinking Assess-
ment,” and “Improvement Science” movements). As researchers focused on
IRT, we have also looked to new ways of understanding the role of assess-
ments in the classroom given the oftentimes negative associations between
assessments and grading, on the one hand, and IRT, on the other.

We know that assessments—such as tests and grades—often dimin-
ish IRT in students. For example, research has found that students with the
highest test anxiety tend to be the most risk-averse in their test taking strat-
egies and are also the lowest achieving.15 Similarly, when one university
tried out a “grade-free” policy for a semester for new students, a majority of
students and teachers reported that this allowed for greater student risk-
taking in the classroom.:6

Yet, when we read Baehr’s work, we were pushed to think about the
ways in which assessments in general—both academic and character assess-
ments—might be leveraged to foster virtues. Baehr notes in his chapter on
reflection that, in order to be intellectually virtuous, students must be able
to self-reflect and come to understand themselves as “thinkers and know-
ers.”7 One way Baehr suggests to help students begin to self-reflect is by
using self-assessments.’8 Through suggestions such as this, Deep in
Thought inspired us to re-examine our data from Thistle Academy and to
ask the question: To what extent can assessment practices contribute to in-
tellectual risk-taking?

Assessment Practices That Support Intellectual Risk-Taking

Our data analysis revealed four assessment practices that contrib-
uted to a culture of intellectual risk-taking at Thistle Academy: (1) problem-
solving homework together, (2) participation grades, (3) whole-class reflec-
tion process, and (4) teacher reflection.

Assessment Practice 1: Problem-Solving Homework Together

At Thistle Academy, homework assignments were approached in
formative and collaborative ways that supported the intellectual risk-taking
behaviors of students. For example, in the majority of the math courses we
observed, class began by students selecting which problems to write up on
the board (sometimes because they felt confident and sometimes because
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they were stuck and wanted support), followed by students and teachers
problem-solving together.

In several classrooms, we observed students willing to share their
partial work even when they were unsure how to complete a problem. When
they were unsure of what next steps to take, they appeared comfortable
showing their efforts and mistakes and soliciting the help of their classmates
and teachers, making comments such as, “I can put up [problem 3], but not
in a complete way.... We can figure it out as a class.” Or, “somebody will have
a better way of doing it.”

In our interviews, students spoke about how this kind of practice
contributed to their comfort in taking risks. One student shared:

You're given problems you haven’t really learned how to solve yet.
You solve them on your own, and then if you didn’t understand a
problem, you could still write it on the board. You can go up in front
of the class and say, “I kind of understood it, but I also didn’t under-
stand fully how to solve it. I got to this point and I didn’t know where
to go next.” And the class will help you and that’s normal. It happens
all the time.

Rather than using homework as busy work, repeated practice, or checks for
understanding evaluated by the teacher alone, this thoughtful use of home-
work is directly aligned with Baehr’s guidelines (e.g., his emphasis on as-
sessments not diminishing the intrinsic motivation of students) and also
with our own intellectual risk-taking framework (e.g., normalize disagree-
ment and problem-solving). Importantly, this approach both depended on
a safe classroom climate and contributed to it. Moreover, collaborative
problem-solving with homework necessitated (and was made possible by)
the collective intellectual risk-taking and support of the entire classroom
community.

Assessment Practice 2: Participation Grades

Much of the research on intrinsic motivation and grading suggests
that participation grades would have a negative impact on students’ intel-
lectual risk-taking.19 Surprisingly, and crucial to our central, pro-Baehr the-
sis, students’ comments suggested the opposite at Thistle Academy.

For example, one student noted that they started at their school as
someone who “barely talked in class” but they saw in their teachers’ com-
ments that they needed to “talk talk talk,” so they said:
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I'll work on that—like a goal—so, even if I didn’t know the answer, I
would just try to answer, try to speak up. The other students could
either correct you or say, “oh yeah that’s how it goes.” So, it’s like I'm
more willing to say something even if I know it may or may not be
correct.

Yet participation grades encouraged more than individual risk-taking. They
also encouraged students to support their classmates in taking intellectual
risks.

One student noted that because “40% of your grade in most classes
is your participation grade, [you] sort of force yourself to enter the discus-
sion.” The student went on to comment that this

affected [their] ability to advocate for other people [because] if you
see someone who’s made a point and they’ve been asked for evidence
and they can’t find it, that’s hard to see. I enter the discussion to say
“Oh, well, I saw it here...,” supporting your point of what you’re say-
ing. And it’s like a lot of building off of other people’s points.

Another student agreed that participation grades can help push stu-
dents to advocate for others. They noted that there was a time when a stu-
dent

didn’t have her voice yet; she wasn't participating at all. And so, yes,
I just wanted to help her get her participation grade, but also I
thought she could benefit and contribute to the class. So when I've
got everyone’s attention I would say, “[name of other student], is
there anything you want to say?” and just using my voice to help oth-
ers to find theirs.

Again, we see how the participation grade contributed to this student’s
thinking around not only their own participation and risk-taking, but that
of their classmates as well.

Although someone could argue that participation grades make it so
that students are not really learning how to be intellectually courageous be-
cause they are not taking risks out of their own interest or motivation, it’s
important to note that Baehr describes intellectual virtues as habits that
needs to be built and that that intellectual virtues are intrinsically motivated
“at best.”2° Moreover, these students’ comments demonstrate that partici-
pation grades are an assessment practice that allows students to practice
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what Baehr describes as the skill element of the habit of intellectual courage
(or risk-taking): “proper fear management.”2

Assessment Practice 3: Whole-Class Reflection Process

Every class at Thistle Academy also engaged in a unique form of
meta-cognitive self-assessment (e.g., reflecting on their own thinking and
learning) that contributed to the culture of IRT at the school. This whole-
class reflection process was designed to allow students and teachers alike to
share feedback with each other on how classes—and often specifically dis-
cussions—were working for everyone. Through this process, teachers en-
sured that they were not the sole evaluators of success in the classroom and
were actively responding to students’ experiences and perspectives.

Typically, the way that this reflection process worked was that teach-
ers would leave the room and students would discuss which elements of the
class were working for them and also what they felt could be improved. The
students would then present this information to the teacher who would re-
spond accordingly. In the excerpt from our field notes below (edited slightly
for brevity and clarity), students discuss elements of their teachers’ ap-
proach to grading and exams:

Student 4: I think it takes forever to get our assignments back to us.

Student 5: I think it’s normal. Who did you have last time?

Student 4: Ms. T—she got everything back the next day.

Student 5: But that isn’t reasonable. He has, like, a family.

Student 3: I think Ms. T is an anomaly.

Student 2: How about getting stuff back before tests—should we put
that up?

Student 6: What did you guys think about that one problem on the
test?

Student 1: I just didn’t understand the test.

Student 3: He genuinely believes that tests are learning experi-
ences.

Student 2: Something to work on is, like, making sure that everyone

understands the problems before they are on the test.

The discussion continued, and when the teacher re-entered the room the
students shared this final list of how they felt the semester was going so far:

Pro: Homework load, tough but fair, respectful discussion
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To Work On: Make sure to get all of the problems on the board, make
sure everyone understands the problems before the test.

The teacher (after first asking the class if there were any other voices that
would like to contribute) responded in this way:

I tend to agree. I think you guys have a good dynamic. The assess-
ments—I don’t expect you to understand everything on the test. I
guess that’s not conventional. I want you to see things you haven’t
seen.... I don’t want you to be too focused on the tests.... I want you
to think about how you can be stretched....

In this example, we see how the teacher not only responded directly to stu-
dents’ feedback, but also emphasized his belief in assessments as genuine
space for intellectual risk-taking.

Interviews with students illustrated the ways in which these whole-
class metacognitive reflections contributed to a culture of IRT. For example,
one student spoke at length about how these reflection sessions created
space for thinking about how to foster a culture of “no bad questions” and
ideas such as “you should be willing and open to ask questions”—key ele-
ments of intellectual risk-taking. They noted that these sessions often allow
students to advocate for intellectual risk-taking;:

[The teacher leaves] the classroom for 10 or 15 minutes and we write
down the positives of the class and the negatives [together]. So, for
instance, if we have too many pauses we can say, ‘maybe we should
come to class more with notes prepared or questions.’ If we have a
very dynamic class, maybe having more down time.

The student went on to explain that these sessions “help a lot of students
because they’re able to [think], ‘well I think we should maybe give more
quiet pauses, like 20 second breaks so the quieter [people] can get their
point in.”

Another student echoed these points, noting that the midterm reflec-
tions often allow for advocating for space for other student voices:

If a teacher thinks that someone’s talking too much they’ll be like,
“maybe we need to have more class participation instead of having it
be unbalanced in certain areas of the table.” So it’s not like you're
pointing at a person and being like, “You talk too much,” it’s more
like we need to learn a balance, and a lot of times you are able to be
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self-aware enough to understand that yes, I have been talking a lot,
and yes, I need to allow other people to speak.

As evidenced by the comments made here, the midterm evaluation is
a time for students to reflect on their own discussion habits, but an interest-
ing outcome of such reflection is that students created space for the growth
of their own, and others’, intellectual risk-taking. As Baehr writes: “if we can
provide our students with rich and specific feedback about their intellectual
character strengths..., this knowledge may bolster their commitment to
growing in their intellectual virtues.”22

Importantly, this kind of metacognitive self-assessment aligns with
several of Baehr’s assessment guidelines, including 1) approaching assess-
ment work with intellectual humility, 2) using assessment information in
positive and supportive ways, and 3) incorporating multiple perspectives.
The willingness to engage in this reflective evaluation process is a clear in-
dication of the ways in which teachers approached their work with intellec-
tual humility and a desire to incorporate input from multiple perspectives.
Similarly, the ways in which they genuinely listened to student feedback
showed that they valued student voice and leveraged their feedback in order
to support student growth.

Assessment Practice 4: Teacher Reflection

The final theme that stood out in our data was that many teachers
reflected on the ways in which grades and formal assessments might impede
student learning, motivation, and intellectualism more broadly. For exam-
ple, one teacher reflected on how she hated grading student work because
she felt that it negated the work she had done to set up an egalitarian envi-
ronment (e.g., one with mutual respect):

I hate grading their papers. I don't mind commenting on them, but I
hate having to give them the grade. I wish that this collaborative and
non-hierarchical system that we have in the class could also translate
into our writing program and our assessment because they're coun-
ter-intuitive.

Similarly, another teacher acknowledged that broader society (e.g., univer-
sities, achievement-driven expectations) necessitated teachers’ use of
grades, but he was unsure how to reconcile his own concerns about the neg-
ative impact of those grades:



Zeal: A Journal for the Liberal Arts, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023) 33

We are always struggling here, frankly, with the battle against extrin-
sic motivation. I'm not naive; they are hoping to get into a good
school—ideally a brand name school—and so grades matter. That has
to play a part. I know that extrinsic motivation can sap intrinsic mo-
tivation—that worries me a lot. But I think my sense is that we give
kids as much as any school does—the chance to really find their own
intrinsic connection to the work.

We see this kind of grappling (which was echoed by several teachers
we interviewed), in and of itself, as an important part of the ways in which
these teachers’ use of assessments aligned with Baehr’s work: teachers ap-
proached their concerns with intellectual humility (e.g., they didn’t feel they
had a final answer yet and were constantly grappling with what approach
would best serve their students), with great care (e.g., working to ensure
that they were not diminishing the intrinsic motivation of the students), and
with intentional support (e.g., using any information to guide their future
instruction).

That teachers saw the nuance, talked through it, and leaned into the
complexity, is also an important part of our own IRT model. Our framework
emphasizes that teachers must be willing to think critically about the ways
in which certain approaches are working (or are not working) for each one
of their students.

Two Final Thoughts

As a qualitative case study of one school, these results are of course
not broadly generalizable, but we hope readers find them instructive. While
the four assessment approaches described here align with Baehr’s guidance
and with our own IRT framework, some of the findings also surprised us
and encouraged us to look carefully at our own assessment practices to see
how we might re-examine the assignments on our own syllabi.

We are acutely aware that all assessment practices can be wielded in
harmful ways that can absolutely diminish the internal motivation and risk-
taking of students. But the assessment practices at Thistle Academy illus-
trate that some assessment practices can have a positive effect.

To close, we share two take-aways that we identified in our data—
touchpoints that we see as critical for all assessment practices (both virtue
and academic) to help ensure that assessments help students thrive.

Individual and Collective Virtues
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One central theme that stood out to us in our research was that the
culture of intellectual risk-taking we observed was not just about individual
students, or just about a certain teacher’s pedagogical moves, but rather that
the culture was a result of several elements from the teacher and students
woven together in complex, iterative, and interconnected ways. Everyone
we observed and spoke to seemed to recognize that this kind of culture could
not thrive if only a handful of students felt confident taking risks, or if even
a single student did not feel comfortable. This held true for the influence of
assessments; we saw—and students consistently spoke about—the ways in
which the assessments described above encouraged them to bolster not only
their own, but also their classmates’ intellectual risk-taking.

When we talk about virtues and character and social-emotional
learning, often the conversation is about individual growth. While this is
important, we must always return to the importance of creating a commu-
nity where students look out for one another (which is also aligned with
Baehr’s principle of collaboration over competition).23 This is of course
much easier said than done, but it is also a critical component for equity
considerations. For example, if a student in a class is not displaying intel-
lectual courage, it is important not only to coach that individual student
(e.g., Baehr suggests that if students are not participating during a discus-
sion, a teacher might explicitly note that this could be a good time for them
to practice exhibiting intellectual courage),24 but also for a teacher to look
at their own practices, postures, and classroom community to reflect on the
ways in which they and the rest of their class might shift to support that
student.25 This does not mean eschewing personal responsibility for indi-
vidual growth, but rather reflecting on and adjusting systemic and contex-
tual factors needed to support individual and collective growth.

Formative Assessments

Assessments are often used to evaluate student knowledge rather
than to give students the feedback they need in order to “see where they are
and [help] them move toward a point of greater understanding or mas-
tery.”26 Assessments focused more on student growth over evaluation are
usually formative assessments: often students receive feedback via an as-
sessment, are able to reflect on the feedback, and by doing so are able to
improve their performance in some manner.27 As seen above, Thistle Acad-
emy used their homework, participation grades, and midterm evaluations
in a formative manner: students saw these assessments as feedback on their
learning rather than summative evaluations of their performance. For ex-
ample, even though grades are often thought of as summative assessments,
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in this case, many students spoke about how they were actually a form of
feedback indicating whether they needed to be more active or not in discus-
sions; this was feedback they could immediately learn from and use to be-
come more intellectually courageous in later discussions. Baehr similarly
discusses how he uses self-report assessments formatively for students in
his college classroom to encourage reflection on their intellectual charac-
ter.28

In the future, educators should continue to draw on formative assess-
ment practices in order to cultivate IRT and intellectual courage in the class-
room. Such assessments must be clear, supportive, give actionable feed-
back, and allow students to redo their work based on the feedback. This
means that, if a teacher assigns a character grade on an end-of-year report
card, this “grade” should be responding to specific, clear standards regard-
ing character that were established earlier in the year. Moreover, the grade
should offer some form of actionable feedback to the student that they—
hopefully—would respond to and improve upon before the end of the year.

As researchers and teachers, we grapple with the benefits and draw-
backs of assessments, for student growth generally and intellectual risk-tak-
ing specifically. We ultimately hope these four practices and two recommen-
dations, developed in conversation with Baehr’s work, can provide some
guidance for how assessments, including even the practice of assigning
grades, can bolster students’ intellectual risk-taking in the classroom.
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