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Sown To Grow is an online tool intended 
to support growth mindset and student 
agency in learning. It is currently being 
accessed in 1,500 classrooms in nearly 
700 schools across the country. The tool 
is being used by elementary, middle, and 
high school students.

The theory behind Sown To Grow is that 
students will feel more ownership over 
their own learning when they set academic 
goals, track their grades and performance 
on those goals, and write reflections that 
identify specific strategies for meeting 
those goals. Through this process, it is 
also expected that students will develop 
a growth mindset when they understand 
that their effort and strategies lead to 
learning and meeting their academic goals. 

While preliminary evidence suggested 
that Sown To Grow may contribute to 
student empowerment, growth mindset, 
and academic behaviors (Soroten, 2016), 
a more rigorous evaluation was needed. 
As such, the developers of Sown To Grow 
contracted with an independent evaluator 
to analyze student reflections and grades 
for a 6th grade class in the Bay Area. 
These students consistently used Sown To 
Grow in the first semester of the 2017-18 
school year. Every week, they entered their 
current grades into the system, and wrote 
reflections and goals for the following 
week in the program. 

Introduction

These students were compared to a 
control group of 6th graders within the 
same school, and who had the same 
teachers. The evaluation also included 
a focus group with the students, and a 
classroom observation of Sown To Grow 
being implemented, to better understand 
potential benefits and challenges when 
using Sown To Grow. 

Student reflections, focus group, 
observation, and outcome data were 
analyzed, and triangulated where 
appropriate, to answer the following 
evaluation questions:

• What was the impact of Sown To Grow 
on students’ end-of-first-semester 
grades?

• To what extent did Sown To Grow 
students improve upon the quality of 
their reflections over the course of the 
first semester?

• What recommendations can be made 
for improvement?
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The evaluation consisted of a quasi-
experimental design with a nonequivalent 
control group (i.e., not randomly assigned). 
The two groups of students (Sown To 
Grow n = 32, comparison n = 32) were 
assigned to two different elective periods.  
Initially, both teachers were planning to 
use Sown To Grow to have their students 
track and reflect on their weekly grades 
across all classes. However, one teacher 
was unable to implement due to being 
on personal leave at the beginning of 
the year. The other teacher implemented 
Sown To Grow as planned. While the two 
groups were not randomly assigned for 
the purpose of the evaluation, the two 
classrooms were designed to be equivalent 
and balanced on student characteristics 

Methodology

Figure 1: Race/Ethnicity Figure 3: 5th Grade State 
Assessment Scores (SBAC)

Figure 2: Free/Reduced 
Meal Status
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such as academic achievement. Other 
than the elective period, the two groups 
of students had the same classes with the 
same teachers. This situation naturally 
created a comparable group of students 
with the same teachers, as demonstrated 
by the figures below. 

The two groups were similar in race/
ethnicity (Figure 1), free/reduced meal 
status (Figure 2), English Language 
Learner (ELL) status, Special Education 
students, and previous achievement. There 
were no statistically significant differences 
between the groups on their mean 5th 
grade ELA and Math Smarter Balanced 
(SBAC) assessment scores (Figure 3).
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GRADES
The analysis compared the two groups 
on their end-of-semester GPA for the first 
semester during the 2017 – 2018 school 
year. Only the grades for core courses 
(English Language Arts, Math, Science, 
and Social Studies) were included. The 
GPA was weighted for pluses and minuses. 
The grades were analyzed as one point in 
time, rather than as growth, because the 
Sown To Grown group began using the 
tool before the first grading period. Due 
to the small sample size and non-normal 
distribution of grades for both groups, a 
non-parametric test was applied.

REFLECTION DATA
As part of Sown To Grow, students write 
reflections after reviewing their grades. 
The purpose is for students to think more 
deeply about how they can improve their 

Methodology

grades and identify specific strategies and 
actions to take next. The Sown To Grow 
program preserves these reflections, which 
occurred weekly in this study. A five-
point rubric was used to rate the quality 
of reflections. (In some cases, students 
were given half points when their rating 
fell between two descriptors.) The rubric 
assessed the student’s specificity when 
describing actions that led to their current 
grade, and what they can do to improve it. 

The first two and last two reflections of the 
first semester of 2017 – 2018 were rated 
and averaged (first two averaged together 
and last two averaged together), then 
compared to each other. One rater scored 
all the reflections to ensure inter-rater 
reliability. Due to the small sample size, a 
non-parametric exact sign test was applied 
to test changes between the beginning 
and end of semester rather than a paired 
test of mean differences.

FOCUS GROUP AND CLASSROOM 
OBSERVATION
One focus group was held with eight 6th 
grade students from the Sown To Grow 
classroom. The teacher recruited a diverse 
group of students to represent different 
levels of attitudes and use of Sown To 
Grow. The focus group was guided by 
a discussion guide. The results were 
recorded and transcribed. Immediately 
following the focus group, the 6th grade 
classroom was formally observed using 
Sown To Grow.

Data and Measures

School Context

The two classes are part of a Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM) program in a TK–8 school 
district in the Bay Area. The STEM 
program resides in a diverse school of 
approximately 800 students in grades 
5-8. Of those students, approximately 42 
percent are Hispanic or Latino, 28 percent 
are White, 17 percent are Asian, 5 percent 
are African American, 4 percent are 
Filipino, and Other and Two or More Races 
represent approximately 4 percent of the 
student population.
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On average, the quality of the reflections 
increased by one point between the 
beginning and the end of the semester for 
the Sown To Grow students participating 
in this study (Table 1). 

On the next page, two student reflection 
examples illustrate a lower quality versus a 
higher quality reflection.

Summary of Findings

To what extent did Sown To Grow students improve upon the 
quality of their reflections over the course of the first semester?

Table 1: Median and Mean Quality of 
Reflections Rubric Scores, Sown To Grow 
Students (n = 32)

Beginning 
of Semester

End of            
Semester

Median 
Score 1.25 3.00
Mean 
Score 1.64 2.63

What was the impact of Sown To Grown on students’ 
end-of-first-semester grades?

The findings suggest that Sown To Grow 
has a positive impact on 6th grade 
students’ grades. A Mann-Whitney U 
test determined whether there were 
differences in the end-of-semester grades 
between the Sown To Grow students and 
the comparison group. The assumption 

Figure 4: Distribution of Student Performance on End-of-Semester GPA in Core Subjects
Sown to Grow Students (n = 32) and Comparison Group (n = 32)

of distribution of grades was met upon 
visual inspection. The median grade was 
statistically significantly higher in the Sown 
To Grow students (3.93) compared to the 
students not using Sown To Grow (3.41), U 
= 684, Z = 2.623, p = .009 (Figure 4).
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Summary of Findings

  Score of 1 example: “My goal is to get my
  grades up.”

  Score of 4 example: “Over the break, I  
  will study more of my vocabulary. This 
  will help me with i-ready because I need 
  more vocabulary. I’ll know when I reach 
  this goal by seeing my i-ready report. I 
  will try to achieve this goal by the end of 
  the break.”

Because of the small sample (n = 32 
students), a non-parametric exact sign 
test was used to compare the reflection 
differences between the beginning of the 
year and the end of the semester. There 
was a statistically significant median 
increase (1.0 median difference in pairwise 
medians) in the quality of the reflections 
(p<.05). Of the 32 students, 22 students 
improved upon the quality of their 
reflection, 2 declined, and 7 stayed the 
same.

Importantly, this study was not designed 
to evaluate whether Sown To Grow caused 
an increase in reflections. Rather, when 
combined with the classroom observation 
and student focus group, the results 
suggest that the teacher played a role 
in increasing the quality of reflections. 
Students were given a one-page hand-out 
that was kept in a folder on their tables. 
It detailed the components of a SMART 
goal, which was part of the reflection, and 

modeled examples. Additionally, students 
were given points for including each 
component in the reflection. Therefore, in 
this particular class, students improving 
upon their reflection quality could be due 
to the combination of teacher instruction 
and Sown To Grow.

In some cases, students stayed the same 
or decreased on the quality. Students 
indicated that the ease or difficulty of 
writing a reflection was related to their 
grades. That is, when students had an A or 
100 percent, it was hard for some to know 
what to write; and when students had a 
very low grade, they might be unsure of 
what steps they could take to improve. In 
this particular classroom, the teacher gave 
students feedback on their reflections; 
however, the students’ feedback and a 
review of the program data suggest that 
the reflection feedback was inconsistent. 
Not all students received feedback each 
week.

Another consideration is the classroom 
environment when students are writing 
reflections. In this particular case, students 
wrote reflections during an elective period. 
They were given time at the beginning of 
class and then could work on their projects 
afterwards. Students indicated that they 
have the flexibility to decide if and how 
long they spend on reflections before 
working on their elective projects. 
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Summary of Findings

What recommendations can be made for improvement?

While the results of this evaluation indicate 
that Sown to Grow has a positive effect on 
students’ academic achievement, there are 
still opportunities for improvement. Part of 
Sown To Grow’s theory of change is that 
students will feel empowered when they 
track grades and identify specific tasks to 
improve those grades. Furthermore, this 
process will lead to growth mindsets when 
students recognize that their own efforts 
and strategies led to an improvement. 
However, the results of the focus group 
suggest there may be a disconnect 
between the theory of change and how 
these 6th grade students potentially 
perceive the improvement of their grades.
 
First, even though the results show that 
Sown To Grow positively affects grades, 
students may be unaware of that effect. 
Focus group students were mixed in their 
responses when asked whether Sown 
to Grow worked for them. A couple of 
students found tracking their grades 
and writing goals helped them improve. 
Another student said it was not helpful. 
Others were somewhat unsure – maybe 
Sown To Grow helped on occasion, while 

other times, it did not. If students are 
unaware of the positive impact of tracking 
grades and writing down their goals, the 
causal mechanism that improves their 
growth mindset may be missing.

Second, students may not know strategies 
to improve their grades. The students 
who found Sown to Grow helpful also 
indicated it was consistently easy to write 
a reflection and identify next steps when 
they received a poor grade. The rest of 
the group reported they were not always 
able to identify learning strategies on 
their own. Students indicated that they 
would like to see relevant strategies listed 
in the program, as well as receive more 
feedback from the teacher. This suggests 
that the full benefit of Sown To Grow is 
more likely to occur when students know 
what strategies to use to improve their 
grades. One student recommended that 
instead of smiley faces, they could select 
strategies instead. Another suggested that 
all teachers be given access to Sown To 
Grow, so students could receive direct help 
in any class, while working in the program.

The classroom observations revealed that 
students can easily become distracted 
while working in Sown To Grow. The room 
was bustling with students moving around 
and talking with one another. 

Thus, the classroom environment 
could affect the quality of reflection if 
some students are distracted and find 
it difficult to authentically reflect for 
more than a few minutes at a time.
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Summary of Findings

Third, there is a social-emotional 
component to the use of Sown to 
Grow. The program’s theory of change 
recognizes this component as one that 
could improve growth mindsets; however, 
the results of the focus group suggest 
that the program could also lead to 
negative feelings of self-worth, if these 
social-emotional mechanisms are not 
carefully attended to. More than one 
student indicated that they “feel bad 
about themselves” when their grades 
decrease, as illustrated by the “red or 
yellow” and/or bar chart going down. 
They also mentioned they knew friends 
who shared these feelings. Students 
suggested that instead of a bar chart, the 
program could provide more encouraging 
statements such as, “Keep trying.” The 
program currently includes language, 
such as “Not yet! Keep working hard 
and you’ll get there.” However, it may be 
worth reconsidering whether the existing 
language is encouraging enough.

This point is especially important for 
the middle school grades. Research has 
shown that engagement and academic 
performance decline during the middle 
school years (Farrington, Roderick, 
Allensworth, Nagaoka, Keyes, Johnson, 
and Beechum, 2012). 

In 6th grade, students leave behind the 
relationship with one teacher to venture 
into a setting with multiple teachers and 

instructional settings. The academic 
expectations and work become more 
demanding. This external transition occurs 
concurrent to their own internal adolescent 
development, including cognitive changes. 
Their brains begin to process information 
differently and they become more aware 
of how others view them, while increasing 
their capacity for autonomous decision-
making and control (Farrington et al., 
2012). Their developmental stage may 
interact with school tasks which can 
either “promote or discourage academic 
mindsets” (Farrington et al., 2012, p.55).

Middle school students begin making 
decisions based on “feelings of 
competence” and begin associating 
working hard with their own lack of ability 
“e.g., the greater amount of work required, 
the less able I must be” (Farrington et 
al., 2012, p.56). This association, along 
with their heightened awareness of 
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Summary of Findings

how others view them, can lead to a 
withdrawal of effort rather than improved 
effort. Although students academically 
improved in this present evaluation, the 
findings do not show whether there 
could be unintended negative long-term 
consequences where students disengage 
from learning. Middle school students 
who use Sown To Grow without access to 
effective learning strategies, and an explicit 
understanding of the importance of effort 
over ability could potentially lead to a 
negative impact for some students.

Importantly, the research suggests that 
the middle school grades also provide 
an opportunity, and a need, for building 
academic mindsets and habits as well. 
Because Sown to Grow intentionally 
seeks to meet that need, thoughtful 
consideration should be given for how 
to improve the program to address this 
crucial developmental stage of middle 
school students, along with providing 
guidelines for teacher implementation 
of the program. For example, consider 
providing teachers with specific guidance 
on how to introduce the program to their 
students and add specific relevant learning 
strategies into the system, along with 
educating teachers about the importance 
of constructive encouraging feedback that 
values students’ effort. 

Lastly, some students may not see the 
value of the program. This is important 

because the research also suggests that 
middle school students begin making 
decisions based on their “valuation of 
tasks” (Farrington et al., 2012, p.56). 

These particular students said that 
they could use School Loop (a student 
information system) to track their grades 
already. A few mentioned that even before 
Sown to Grow, they viewed their grades 
with their families and discussed how to 
improve. This feedback suggests that 
certain students may not see the value of 
Sown To Grow, above and beyond what 
they are already doing. 

Similar to the recommendations in the 
previous section, Sown to Grow should 
consider providing guidance to teachers 
on how to introduce the program so that 
students are explicitly aware of the positive 
impact that can result from tracking 
grades, setting goals, and reflecting upon 
progress. Additionally, students may 
perceive the program to be more valuable 
if teachers provide specific and relevant 
learning strategies and make more explicit 
connections to the value of effort over 
talent or abilities.



9

Summary of Findings

Additionally, the focus group students 
provided usability recommendations.

• Provide an option for the smiley faces 
and emotional check-in, and allow 
teachers to customize.

• Make it easier for students to edit the 
reflections after submitted. Several 
students mentioned that they realized 
they missed a component of the 
SMART goal (for which they received 
points), but only after hitting submit 
and they could not figure out how to 
edit. 

• Send reminders to students, possibly 
through an app, to complete their 
weekly reflection. 
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Conclusion

CONCLUSION
This evaluation demonstrates that Sown To 
Grow has a positive impact on academic 
achievement. Through grade tracking, 
setting goals, and reflections, 6th grade 
students improved their first semester 
grades in core classes, compared to the 
control group of students. Likewise, these 
students also improved upon the quality 
of their reflections during that same time 
period. The findings also indicate that 
program developers should consider 
how to make relevant learning strategies 
readily available to students, and more 
carefully consider a potential unintended 
consequence of negative feelings of self-
worth, resulting from students seeing their 
grades decline without knowing how to 
improve, especially for the middle school 
grades
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LIMITATIONS
The Sown to Grow platform is used in 
grades K to 12. The generalizability of 
this analysis is limited to middle school 
students. Elementary and high school 
impacts may differ.


