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Contest 26: 
Graphic Design – Photo Illustration

Hints:
A photo illustration is a type of 
digital art that begins with a digital 
photograph. Using special image 
enhancement software, the artist 
can then apply a variety of special 
effects to transform the photo into a 
work of art.

Design a PHOTO ILLUSTRATION, 
NOT AN INFOGRAPHIC!

An infographic helps readers 
visualize data with specific 
numbers and facts. A photo 
illustration helps the reader 
visualize an abstract feeling or 
concept based on the article.

DO NOT INCLUDE YOUR NAME 
OR SCHOOL NAME ON YOUR 
ENTRY.

Assignment: 
•Read the following article carefully. You will be trying to capture a concept 
from the article that couldn’t really be photographed purely on its own.

•Design one black-and-white or color photo illustration that fits on an 
8 1/2-by-11-inch piece of paper. Submit a photograph that has been 
manipulated through Photoshop or other similar program to accompany a story 
package for publication using typography and/or art and graphics. 

•Contestants must shoot the photograph(s) themselves and then manipulate it 
using desktop publishing software. Be sure to ONLY use images you created. 
No stock photos/copyrighted material may be incorporated into the photo 
illustration that you submit.   

•Visually communicates an idea

•Shows originality and 
innovation

•Shows creativity

•Work is clean and well 
executed

•Artistic details fit topic or 
content

•Sophisticated use of illustration 
software 

•Follows current design trends

Submitting Entries:
•All of the instructions for creating a PDF of your entry and uploading it into 
the contest system can be found at jea.org/contests.

•Please read all of the instructions carefully.

•Entries must be uploaded by 6 p.m. CDT March 14, 2022.

•Do not wait until the last day! There are NO EXCEPTIONS for entries that 
do not meet this deadline!

WHAT THE 
JUDGES WILL  
LOOK FOR
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Some California school districts are changing how 
students earn grades     
Mastery-based learning seen as a way to improve equity
by Carolyn Jones and John Fensterwald | Dec. 14, 2021 | EdSource

Contest 26: 
Graphic Design – Photo Illustration

Some of California’s largest school districts are trying 
an unconventional tactic to help students re-engage in 
school after distance learning and boost their chances of 
acceptance into the state’s public colleges: by dropping D 
and F grades.

Los Angeles Unified, Sacramento City Unified and other 
districts are considering phasing out grades below a C 
for high school students. If a student fails a test or doesn’t 
complete their homework, they’ll be able to retake the test 
and get more time to turn in assignments. 

The idea is to encourage students to learn the course 
material and not be derailed by a low grade that could 
potentially disqualify them from admission to the University 
of California and California State University. Students 
who don’t learn the material, pass the final exam or finish 
homework by the end of the semester would earn an 
“incomplete.”

“Our hope is that students begin to see school as a 
place of learning, where they can take risks and learn from 
mistakes, instead of a place of compliance,” said Nidya 
Baez, assistant principal at Fremont High in Oakland 
Unified, which is considering dropping Ds. “Right now, we 
have a system where we give a million points for a million 
pieces of paper that students turn in, without much attention 
to what they’re actually learning.”

Although education reform advocates have been pushing 
for this for years, the pandemic offered an opportunity 
for districts to put it into action. With so many students 
languishing academically after a year of distance learning, 
districts see dropping Ds and Fs as a way to help students 
who had been most impacted by the pandemic, especially 
Black, Latino and low-income students.

But the move is also, potentially, a step toward an entirely 
different learning system, in which students are assessed by 
what they’ve learned, not how well they perform on tests on 
a given day or whether they turn in their homework on time. 

Known as competency — or mastery-based learning — the 
style has been a staple of some private and charter schools 
for years, and a goal for education reformers trying to 
overhaul the traditional high school system.

“Instruction is what leads to learning. Not grading. They’re 
separate. That’s the problem — we have a disconnect 
between instruction, learning and grading,” said Alix 
Gallagher, director of strategic partnerships at Policy 
Analysis for California Education.

While traditional grading may have worked for previous 
generations, a competency-based system is better suited 
for the rapidly changing workplace of the future, said 
Devin Vodicka, former superintendent of Vista Unified in 
San Diego County and chief executive of the Learner-
Centered Collaborative, a nonprofit that helps districts shift 
to competency-based learning.

“We need a system that gets beyond the institutional 
model and provides more meaningful feedback for 
students,” Vodicka said. “The future is going to require less 
focus on time and more focus on what we can do and 
contribute, and the quality of our performance. We need to 
prepare our students for this.”

At most high schools, grades are linked to time; a grade 
reflects how well a student has performed on tests and 
homework by the end of a semester. Grades can open 
doors to advanced classes and are the primary component 
of college admissions, especially since universities like UC 
and CSU temporarily dropped standardized tests as part of 
the admissions criteria.

(continued on next page) 
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But they’re notoriously subjective. The state Education 
Code gives teachers the authority to issue grades, but it 
doesn’t specify how those grades should be determined. 
Some teachers grade on a curve, with only a set number of 
students earning A’s or B’s, while others are more lax. An 
informal EdSource survey of about two dozen California 
teachers found that 57% rarely or never gave D’s and F’s. 
Only 7% said they did frequently.

 
“Grades are punitive and provide no information on 
standards mastery,” one teacher wrote. “I would love 
(grading) to be based on mastery of standards and … 
authentic feedback.”

But for some teachers, Ds and Fs play an important role 
in the classroom. They signal that a student did not learn the 
material and needs extra help. Dropping Ds and Fs doesn’t 
guarantee that students will learn the material, even with 
extra help, and may lead to grade inflation, said Debora 
Rinehart, a math and science teacher at St. Theresa School, 
a Catholic school in Oakland.

“I will work with any student before or after school or even 
on the weekend to help them learn. However, I will never lie 
about their knowledge level,” she said. “Not reporting Ds 
and Fs is the equivalent of lying about a student’s progress.”

But the vast difference in teachers’ grading styles has 
resulted in a system where grades are nearly useless as an 
indicator of students’ abilities, said Alix Gallagher, director 
of strategic partnerships at Policy Analysis for California 
Education.

“What does a grade mean? It’s a mix of things, and it’s 
different from teacher to teacher. It can actually be radically 
different,” she said. “As it’s practiced now, grading is 
idiosyncratic, and that’s not a good thing.”

Too often, she said, grades take on outsized importance 
for students, and those who get Ds or Fs become 
discouraged or disengage even further, never learning the 
material they missed to begin with.

Patricia Russell is chief learning officer of the Mastery 
Transcript Consortium, a nonprofit that advises school 
districts and colleges on alternatives to grades. Interest in the 
topic has been soaring, she said. In the three years since the 
group started, membership has increased from four districts 
to more than 400 nationwide.

For college applications, Russell’s group encourages 
students to submit a portfolio that includes essays, tests with 
high scores, videos showing oral presentations, lab projects 
or other items that showcase a student’s best work.

The idea is to show colleges evidence of what a student 
can actually do, not a teacher’s interpretation based on a 
limited grading scale.

“We’re talking about people who are very young, and 
labeling them at such an early age as ‘less than’ or ‘more 
than’ can have significant psychological repercussions,” 
Russell said. “Some things in life are zero-sum games, but 
learning should not be.”

Two large school improvement networks, supported by 
foundations, have made re-examining grading policies a 
priority.

Laura Schwalm, a retired superintendent of Garden Grove 
Unified who is now chief of staff of California Education 
Partners, said the aim is a grading system that puts students 
on track for admission to the UC and CSU, as well as trade 
schools.

“Graduating with a D, in career and technology courses, 
too, leaves students with few choices,” she said. “No one is 
saying water down grades. This is about giving support, not 
lowering standards, and looking for simple ways to make 
grading more fair, to give kids a fighting chance and to 
measure what students know with multiple opportunities to 
show that.”

Lynn Rocha-Salazar, a former principal in Fresno Unified 
who is now CORE Districts’ senior improvement coach, said 
COVID underscored the need for it.

“Those who had not been well served were penalized the 
most. … So now is a time to examine grading practices to 
see the harm that was done,” she said.

Lindsay Unified, in rural Tulare County, has been moving 
toward a competency-based system for several years, and 
results are promising. Students at Lindsay High School, 
nearly all of whom are low-income and Latino, scored 
higher than the state average among all student groups on 
math and English language arts tests, as well as in college 
and career readiness, according to the 2019 California 
School Dashboard.

In Oakland, high schools are moving gradually toward 
a new system of assessment that doesn’t include D’s. Baez, 
assistant principal at Fremont High, said the change will not 
happen overnight. Parents, students and especially teachers 
need time to understand what’s expected of them, and they 
must “buy in” to the change, she said.

“It has to be a cultural shift at the school. You have to build 
trust because we’re really rebuilding an entire system,” Baez 
said. “It will be a lot of work, but it’s important we do this 
because traditional grades benefit some kids, but they don’t 
help everyone.”


