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In a school where students are trusted with large amounts 
of responsibility, there are bound to be times when students 
take advantage of the blind trust-- especially when they are 
allowed access to the grades of their peers. 

Teacher Assistants are students who work with teachers, 
normally doing menial tasks to help around the classroom, 
but there is no guideline as to what they can or cannot do. 
This causes some teachers to allow a large amount of respon-
sibility to their TAs, possibly tempting them to be dishonest.

“I was given a lot of responsibility, actually. I was entrusted 
with grading homework, tests, quizzes [...] and since I knew 
some people in the class it was-- interesting,” senior Sachin 
Kumar said. Gifted with large amounts of responsibility, he 
decided to use his power to help. 

“The biggest reason why I could be considered untrust-
worthy was because I never wanted to see a kid fail, especially 
if they were on the edge for a grade,” Kumar said. Although 
unethical, he saw this as morally right, his way of trying to 
help students as much as he could.

Senior Dominic Fannjiang works as a TA, but does not con-
sider himself untrustworthy. Fannjiang said that he wouldn’t 
attempt to be dishonest, due to the teacher being involved 
in the process. “I’m not sure other TAs do their work, but I 
can see how a TA can grade favorably especially if there isn’t 
a lot of communication between the TA and their teacher,” 
Fannjiang said.

The TAs who are given large amounts of responsibility and 
are entrusted with handing out grades may not be biased, yet 
they have the option to if they are given a large amount of re-
sponsibility without any communication with their teacher.

English teacher Anthony Vasquez understands that the 
temptation for some students would prove too much, there-
fore he uses safeguards to avoid it. “[My TAs are] not in the 
same class or grade or friends, and all of the significant things 
I do myself; I never have them grade a stack of papers or eval-
uate large projects,” Vasquez said.

Although he uses these precautions, he also relies heavily 
on academic integrity and maturity. “Academic integrity is as 
important as how well they can write, or how well they do on 
a reading quiz. If anything makes me doubt that integrity, I 
do not write them letters of rec,” Vasquez said. 

This trust that he places on his TAs also extends to the 
classroom. “I try to build good relationships with my TAs 
and my students, so we have mutual trust and respect, which 
cuts down on things like that,” Vasquez said.

Other teachers do not hold any leniency or have any room 
for untrustworthiness.”They do not actually grade the papers, 
it is my responsibility to grade the work; all they do is record 

it,” Statistics teacher Karl Ronning said. In the past, when 
dealing with TAs who are dishonest, he simply had them re-
assigned immediately. 

Ronning does not usually have problems with TAs. “The 
people who are TAs, they want to be TAs, it is not something 
they are forced to do and they normally do what I ask them 
to do,” Ronning said. 

While a TA who signs up for the class and wants to help out 
the teacher might be more trustworthy, those who are forced 
to be TAs may be the cause of the problem. 

“If we have to make adjustments in the schedule, and there 
[are no other options], they have to be a TA, and that hap-
pens,” head counselor Courtenay Tessler said. While dealing 
with schedule assignments, especially after the first two or 
three weeks, it is too late to start a new class, making them 

Vague guidelines grant TAs responsibility, power
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When the start of a new school year comes 
around every year, most students look for-
ward to receiving their student schedules, to 
find out not only what classes they have been 
scheduled for the year, but more importantly, 
what teachers they have been assigned to.

As a large public school, DHS has several 
classes that are the same in name, but taught 
by different teachers. English 10 Honors 
and American Literature Honors are classes 
taught by a multitude of teachers, and math 
classes such as Algebra 2 and Trigonometry 
and Introduction to Analysis are taught by 
several as well.

Though multiple teachers are assigned to 
teach the same course, each teacher has their 
own teaching and lecturing styles, grad-
ing policies, extra credit opportunities and 
rounding-up policies.

Interim Director of Teacher Education at 
UC Davis Rebecca Ambrose said that be-
cause grades have “multiple meanings and 
no matter what system a teacher develops, 
grades will have some measurement error.” 

Teachers at DHS have the freedom to 
decide what grading policies they will fol-
low, so this results in varying extra credit 
and rounding-up policies. Students experi-
ence different policies, depending on which 
teacher they receive for a class.

For American Literature Honors class-
es, teacher Eleanor Neagley says that she 
“wonders all the time how [she] compares 
to her fellow teachers,” but hopes that stu-
dents perceive her and her policies to be fair 
and caring. One of the ways she likes to help 
her students is by rounding up their grades, 
especially if they participate in class and re-
write papers, because she pays careful atten-
tion to improvement.

Senior Reem Omer had Neagley for 
American Literature Honors last year, and 
felt that Neagley “was very fair to her stu-
dents, beause she cared about the effort a 
student put into the work rather than the 
number grades.” Omer added that Neagley 
helped students to improve by giving them 
constructive criticism on their work, but al-
lowed them oppurtunities to re-do work for 
partial credit, which helped her grade.

American Literature Honors teacher 
Carin Pilon likes to adapt her policies in or-
der to benefit her students. She offers them 
extra credit opportunities if they go to see 
a community event and write up a report 
about it. She feels that extra credit is a way to 

“provide students with another chance, and 
that you can stumble but still get back up and 
keep going.” 

Pilon also will round up grades if they 
are half of a percentage off of the next letter 
grade. However, she believes that students 
“ shouldn’t get a good grade just for ‘trying 
hard,’ [...] if the end product doesn’t meet the 
specification of the assignment, the amount 
of time a student spends [...] isn’t going to 
somehow make the work excellent.” 

Math and science teachers also often have 
different grade-rounding or test-dropping 
policies. Past AP Calculus AB teacher Jana 
Hammam allowed her students to drop their 
lowest test grade for each semester, but Trisha 
Butler does not. Last year, she instead gave 
students an extra-credit opportunity during 
semester two for the chance to increase their 
grades.

Senior Megan Ewens had Butler for Cal-
culus AB last year, and said that while she 
would have rather dropped a test, she en-
joyed the extra credit opportunity because 
she got to watch other people’s music videos 
about math. However, “it simply would have 
been easier to allow students to drop a test,” 
she added. 

David Blackwell also taught Calculus AB 
last year, and the only extra credit oppor-
tunity offered in his class were CAML tests, 
which can be equal to one percent in a stu-
dent’s grade. He also has never had a policy of 
dropping students’ lowest test scores. Howev-
er, if a student is in the highest two percent of 
a letter grade (a B+ at 88 percent, a C+ at a 
78 percent, or a D+ at 68 percent), Blackwell 
says that he will look for an outlier test grade 
in the student’s record. 

“If a student has a poor test, if they end up 
on the borderline, what I do is I will look at 
the trends, if the only poor test, clearly statis-
tically that’s an outlier, so I would take a look 
at the trend, and if it’s an outlier, I would drop 
that test grade,” Blackwell said.

Blackwell says that he has decided to look 
at individual grades for students on the bor-
derline because he does not drop a test. He 
analyzes the trend from a statistical stand-
point to “mathematically justify it, because 
outliers especially affect students on the bor-
derline.”

Ambrose believes that overall, “it is im-
portant to recognize that [grades] will always 
lack precision because there will always be 
measurement error.” Ultimately, she advo-
cates for clear communication about grading 
policies so that students can “adjust their ef-
forts accordingly.”

Differing grading policies  
pose questions

only eligible to be a TA.
As someone who was put into the class, Kumar did not 

seek out being a TA and was inclined to grade differently, 
trying to help the people that were similar to him. “I would 
always try to give the student the benefit of the doubt-- may-
be something negative had just happened to them and really 
impacted them,” Kumar said.

Kumar believes in second chances, thinking that by grant-
ing them he might positively affect people in some way. “I 
just felt that as a TA I could still make an impact and help 
people who really needed it,” Kumar said.

The TA status is a vaguely created position with no guide-
lines, and there is no limit on what TAs are allowed to do 
and what they are not allowed to do. “TAs do not have a job 
description, so it’s at the whim of the teacher,” Tessler said.

DEVILS   DECIDE
Is grading at DHS fair?

“It’s not equal. There are many 
teachers who have different grading 
systems or ways to teach. They may 
not consider homework to be the 
best way to get information across.”

- Mia Plude, senior       

“It’s not fair. It’s never going to be 
fair. I don’t think it’s possible given 
how many teachers have to teach 
the same subject. It’s that way at all 
schools.”

- Jesse Brandt, sophomore       

“Grading isn’t unfair because it’s 
kind of impossible for all teachers 
to grade the same way. It’s kind of 
unrealistic to expect anything else.”

- Sophie Seng, junior       

“It’s not fair. Even in a certain 
subject, there’s more than one 
grading policy. Until everyone has a 
single standardized policy, it won’t 
be equal.”

- Baljot Singh, senior       
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