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Balancing the Budget in North 
Carolina

Â 41,500 North Carolina Dropouts (Alliance 
for Excellent Education, January 2008)

Â Cost of dropouts from class of 2007 in 
North Carolina: $10.8 billion in lostNorth Carolina:  $10.8 billion in lost 
wages, taxes, and productivity.

Â State could save more than $492 
million in Medicaid and expenditures 
for uninsured care.

Can We Make a Difference?

Â If North Carolina high schools raise 
rates of Hispanic, African-American, 
and Native-American students to the 
levels of white students by 2020 it willlevels of white students by 2020, it will 
ADD MORE THAN $5 BILLION to the 
state economy.
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What if we can only increase 
graduation by 5%?

Â If we increase graduate rate and college 
matriculation of male students in North 
Carolina by only 5%, it could lead to 
combined savings and revenue ofcombined savings and revenue of 
almost $233 million each year by 
reducing crime-related costs

Overview

ÂWhy before how:  The research 
foundation

Â Creating a culture of hypothesis testing
N 2008 idÂ New 2008 evidence

Â Confronting change killers
Â Reframing teacher leadership
Â Getting accountability right

Core Research Findings from 
The Leadership and Learning 

Center 1997-2007:

1)  Defeating the “failure hypotheses”
2)  The 90 90 90 schools
3)  The collaborative imperative
4)  Impact of nonfiction writing
5)  From the bell curve to the mountain
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Core Research Findings from 
The Leadership and Learning 

Center 1997-2007:
6)  The “Pygmalion Effect” for adults
7) The futility of format7)  The futility of format
8)  Critical mass of implementation
9)  Networks beat hierarchies
10)  Accountability is more than test 
scores

The Culture of Hypothesis 
Testing

Â “If . . . then statements”
Â “If there are high percentages of poor 

students in your school, then it is 
impossible to improve studentimpossible to improve student 
achievement”

Â “If you spend more time on nonfiction 
writing, you won’t have time for test 
prep and achievement will decline”

Â Complete Learning Activity #1

New 2008 Evidence

Â School planning: From document drills to 
impact

Â The power of monitoring (more than test 
scores)scores)

Â The imperative of focus (the “rule of six”)
Â Reframing teacher leadership
Â Confronting change killers
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School Planning:  From 
Document Drills to Impact

Â PIM™ Study – Planning, 
Implementation, Monitoring

Â More than 2,000 schools, more than 1.5 
million studentsmillion students 

Â Economically, geographically, 
ethnically, linguistically diverse

Â Rigorous double-blind review with high 
reliability

The Latest 2008 Data from the 
PIM™ Study

Â If you would like copies of these 
newest 2008 slides, please just go to 
www.LeadandLearn.com and click on 
Support and then click on DouglasSupport, and then click on Douglas 
Reeves’ Presentations.

Â All downloads are free.  If you have not 
yet registered, you will be asked to do 
so.

Keys to Effective Monitoring

Â Monitor adult actions, not just test 
scores

Â Monitor frequently – many schools 
have Data Team meetings twice a weekhave Data Team meetings twice a week.  
Absolute minimum is once a month

Â Monitor constructively – it’s a “treasure 
hunt” – not a witch hunt
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“Data for Learning”

ÂWatch the video clips of these teams
ÂWhat do you notice about how they use 

data?
Wh t d ti b t thÂWhat do you notice about the 
emotional feel of the discussion?

ÂWhat do you notice about teacher 
leadership and administrative 
leadership?

Focus

Â Self-Assessment – How many “Hot New 
Initiatives” can you list in your school 
system in the past 24 months?

Â Complete Learning Activity #2Â Complete Learning Activity #2

The Law of Initiative Fatigue
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The Latest Evidence on Focus

Â Fewer goals – the “rule of six”
Â The focus/monitoring relationships:  

FIVE TIMES GREATER GAINS in 
achievement with improved monitoringachievement with improved monitoring.  
How many initiatives can you monitor 
on a frequent and specific basis?

Â The most important part of SMART 
goals:  specificity and measurability

Reframing Teacher Leadership

Â Published spring 2008 by ASCD
Â Synthesis of 81 action research 

projects
C i t t d i ifi t i tÂ Consistent and significant impact on 
achievement, discipline, and 
engagement

ÂWide range of disciplines, grades, and 
student characteristics

Key Findings of Reframing 
Teacher Leadership

Â High impact research questions
Â Teacher choice subjects
Â Transparency – public displays ofTransparency public displays of 

research findings
Â Sustainability – significant increase in 

teacher leadership without external 
support and intervention after one year
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What Influences Teacher 
Professional Practice?
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1.8

0

1

2

Undergraduate 
Courses

Professional 
Reading

Graduate 
Courses

Advice from 
Colleague

1 
= 

N
ot

 In
f

4 
= 

Ve
ry

 In

Sustainability:  Teacher 
Leadership from Action Research 

Has Network Impact
122

80
100
120
140

de
pe

nd
en

t 
Pr

oj
ec

ts
 

ct
ed

24

0
20
40
60
80

Before Action 
Research

After Action Research

N
um

be
r o

f I
nd

R
es

ea
rc

h 
P

C
on

du
c

Teacher Leadership 
Strategies



Leadership and Learning 2008
Page P-8

2008 by The Leadership and Learning Center
All rights reserved. Copy only with permission. 866.399.6019

Strategy #1:  Compelling 
Questions

Â Sense of urgency
Â Personal relevance
Â Keeps you awake at nightÂ Keeps you awake at night
Â Answers - “What’s in it for me?”

Sample Compelling Questions
Â How can we reduce failure within a 

single classroom year?
Â How can we increase the number of 

students who attend school 90% or more 
of the time?of the time?

Â How can we achieve a higher degree of 
implementation of effective strategies?

Â How can we improve engagement by 
students and teachers?

Â How can we restore electives to a 
priority place in the curriculum?

Strategy #2:  Action Research
Â The single greatest impact on teacher 

practices
Â Radically redefine traditional professional 

developmentp
Â 7:1 rule – 7 hours of implementation for 

each one hour of seminar, workshop, or 
other traditional learning

Â Accept the trade-offs – the “right kind of 
experimental bias”

Â The transparency imperative
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Strategy #3:  Public Exposition

Â “I’ve done many action research 
projects in the past, but this is the first 
time I ever shared my work publicly with 
colleagues.”colleagues.

Â “Science Fair for Adults” – Three-panel 
displays of teacher research:
– Left – Data
– Middle – Adult Actions
– Right – Inferences and Conclusions

Strategy #4:  Evidence-Based 
Decisions

Â “Who will listen to us?”
Â “Even if we are right, will the 

administration change?”
“Wh t if ll f tÂ “What if my colleagues refuse to 
change and I’m the only person doing 
this?”

ÂWHAT IS THE ALTERNATIVE TO 
EVIDENCE?

Sample Action Research Project
Â Research Question:  

How do differences in grading policy (and not 
differences in student performance) influence 
student failure rates?

Â Method:  
Faculty members examine identical studentFaculty members examine identical student 
academic performance and provide a grade

Â Analysis:  
Similarities indicate consistency and fairness; 
dissimilarities indicate differences based on 
faculty decisions, not student performance

Â Complete Learning Activity #3
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Calculate the Final Grade:Â C
Â C
Â MA (Missing 

Assignment)
Â D

Â Group 1: A = 100; B 
= 90; C = 80; D = 70

Â Group 2: A= 4; B=3;
Â C
Â B
Â MA
Â MA
Â B
Â A

Group 2:  A  4; B 3; 
C = 2; D = 1

Â Group 3:  Your own 
system

10,000 Teachers
Can’t Be Wrong, Right?

Grades for SAME Student
and SAME Performance

Toxic Grading Practices and 
Alternatives

Â Zeroes for missing 
work

Â Average/mean
Â Semester killer –

Â Right consequences 
for missing work

Â Best representation 
of workSemester killer 

one test or project Â Resilience – menu 
and personal 
responsibility
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Confronting Change Killers

Â Create a sense of urgency – education 
as a public health and safety issue

Â Measure implementation and secure 
short term winsshort-term wins

Â Nurture “change champions” – the real 
centers of influence in your system

Â Models, mascots, and mentors
Â Complete Learning Activity #4

The Culture of Achievement
The popularity of white students increases as their grades increase. For black and 
Hispanic students, there is a drop off in popularity for those with higher GPAs.
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It’s Their Fault, Right?
Â Students come to school valuing 

achievement
Â In 2nd and 4th grade, the other students 

that “I want to be like” are high 
achieving students – boys and girlsachieving students – boys and girls, 
Anglo, African-American, and Latino

Â By 7th Grade, low-achieving student 
become the role model

Source:  Taylor, April Z and Sandra Graham, “An examination of the 
relationship between achievement values and perceptions of barriers 
among Low SES African American and Latino Students,” Journal of 
Educational Psychology, February 2007, p. 52-64.
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Transforming Research into 
Action

ÂWhat will you do in the next four days?
ÂWhat will you do in the next 100 days?
ÂWhat will be your defining moments?

Your questions, challenges, 
and success stories

Myrtle Beach, SC

How to encourage non-fiction
writing?

Â Make it EASY and FAST – two traits 
(organization, conventions)

Â Make it RELEVANT – teachers create 
prompts supporting their curriculumprompts supporting their curriculum

Â Make it REASONABLE – once per 
month or once per quarter
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Should there be a minimum or 
maximum of graded 

assignments?
Â I use a “menu” system – 1,000 possible 

points
Â Some as few as 10 points, some as 

many as 200 points
Â But consequences of failure are DOING 

SOMETHING ELSE FROM THE MENU –
not failure

Best advice for new teacher?

Â DAILY feedback FROM you and TO you
Â MENTOR (not necessarily principal) on 

content and separate mentor on 
classroom managementclassroom management

Â Home visits
Â Interactive journals
Â Personal renewal

How to get people to change?

Â You don’t – stop thinking “buy in” will 
happen

Â Behavior FIRST, then belief
SHORT TERM WINSÂ SHORT-TERM WINS

Â Boundaries – not micromanagement



Leadership and Learning 2008
Page P-14

2008 by The Leadership and Learning Center
All rights reserved. Copy only with permission. 866.399.6019

Class placement 
“honors” or not?

ÂWhat would you do if they were rich?

Questions and Discussion
For a complete set of slides, please 

give me your business card.  
Thanks!

Douglas B. Reeves, Ph.D.
www.LeadandLearn.com
(866) 399-6019, ext. 512



improve, discipline and morale almost always follow. For example, Ben Davis High School in 

Indianapolis, Indiana, achieved a remarkable reduction in course failures through focused 

attention on improved feedback and intervention for students (Reeves, 2006). I recently 

checked in with the school, and Principal Joel McKinney reported that the success of this 

challenging urban school (74 percent free and reduced-price lunch, high mobility, and 

increasing numbers of English language learners) did not stop with reducing 9th and 10th 

grade failures. As of fall 2007, enrollment in advanced placement classes had increased 32 

percent; suspensions had declined 67 percent; elective opportunities in music, art, and 

technology had increased; class cuts and tardiness had fallen significantly; teacher morale and 

school climate had noticeably improved—and the course failure rate had continued to decline 

(personal communication, December 5, 2007). When schools take steps to reduce failures, lots 

of good things happen.

The Steps to Take
Although changing grading systems is a challenging leadership task, the benefits are so great 

that it's worth doing.

First, create a sense of urgency. Identify the exact cost of inconsistent grading practices. How 

many failures can we prevent this semester if we improve our grading practices?

Second, identify teacher leaders who are already improving policies. Chances are that some 

teachers in your school have already eliminated the use of the average and the zero on a 100-

point scale and created meaningful opportunities for corrective feedback outside of grades. 

Provide a forum for these teachers to share their insights with colleagues and lead the effort to 

develop improved policies.

Third, get the facts; gather evidence that will create a rationale for decision making. At the end 

of the day, your choices about teaching practice must be guided by evidence, not opinions. For 

example, although many people sincerely believe that giving poor grades as a punishment is 

effective, Guskey (2000) has marshaled 90 years of evidence to the contrary.

Fourth, reassure parents, students, and teachers that certain things will not change. Students 

will still have letter grades, transcripts, honor rolls, individualized education plans, and 

everything else that they have counted on as part of their grading system. What they won't 

have is irrational grading policies that give students widely different grades for the same work.

The benefits of effective grading practices are not limited to a reduced failure rate—although 

that benefit alone is sufficient to justify change. When student failures decrease, student 

behavior improves, faculty morale is better, resources allocated to remedial courses and course 

repetitions are reduced, and resources invested in electives and advanced courses increase. 

When was the last time a single change in your school accomplished all that?
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0BY DOUGLAS B. REEVES

T
HIS IS not a trick question. If you are using a
grading scale in which the numbers 4, 3, 2, 1,
and 0 correspond to grades of A, B, C, D, and F,
then what number is awarded to a student who
fails to turn in an assignment? If you responded
with a unanimous chorus of “zero,” then you may
have a great deal of company. There might be a
few people who are familiar with the research that

asserts that grading as punishment is an ineffective strategy,1 but
many of us curmudgeons want to give the miscreants who failed
to complete our assignments the punishment that they richly
deserve. No work, no credit — end of story.

Groups as diverse as the New York State United Teachers and the Thomas Ford-
ham Foundation rally around this position.2 Let us, for the sake of argument, ac-
cept the point. With the grading system described above, the failure to turn in
work would receive a zero. The four-point scale is a rational system, as the incre-
ment between each letter grade is proportionate to the increment between each
numerical grade — one point.

But the common use of the zero today is based not on a four-point scale but on
a 100-point scale. This defies logic and mathematical accuracy. On a 100-point
scale, the interval between numerical and letter grades is typically 10 points, with
the break points at 90, 80, 70, and so on. But when the grade of zero is applied
to a 100-point scale, the interval between the D and F is not 10 points but 60
points. Most state standards in mathematics require that fifth-grade students un-

DOUGLAS B. REEVES is the chairman and founder of the Center for Performance Assessment,
Boston, Mass. His most recent publications are Assessing Educational Leaders (Corwin Press, 2004)
and Accountability for Learning (Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2004).

The Case Against the Zero
Even those who subscribe to the “punishment” theory of grading might
want to reconsider the way they use zeros, Mr. Reeves suggests.

Missing assignment: F
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derstand the principles of ratios — for example, A is
to B as 4 is to 3; D is to F as 1 is to zero. Yet the per-
sistence of the zero on a 100-point scale indicates that
many people with advanced degrees, including those
with more background in mathematics than the typ-
ical teacher, have not applied the ratio standard to their
own professional practices. To insist on the use of a
zero on a 100-point scale is to assert that work that is
not turned in deserves a penalty that is many times
more severe than that assessed for work that is done
wretchedly and is worth a D. Readers were asked ear-
lier how many points would be awarded to a student
who failed to turn in work on a grading scale of 4, 3,
2, 1, 0, but I’ll bet not a single person arrived at the
answer “minus 6.” Yet that is precisely the logic that
is employed when the zero is awarded on a 100-point
scale.

There are two issues at hand. The first, and most im-
portant, is to determine the appropriate consequence
for students who fail to complete an assignment. The
most common answer is to punish these students. Evi-
dence to the contrary notwithstanding, there is an al-
most fanatical belief that punishment through grades
will motivate students. In contrast, there are at least a
few educators experimenting with the notion that the
appropriate consequence for failing to complete an as-
signment is to require the student to complete the as-
signment. That is, students lose privileges — free time
and unstructured class or study-hall time — and are
required to complete the assignment. The price of free-
dom is proficiency, and students are motivated not by
threats of failure but by the opportunity to earn greater
freedom and discretion by completing work accurately
and on time. I know my colleagues well enough to un-
derstand that this argument will not persuade many of
them. Rewards and punishments are part of the psyche
of schools, particularly at the secondary level.

But if I concede this first point, the second issue is
much more straightforward. Even if we want to pun-
ish the little miscreants who fail to complete our assign-
ments — and I admit that on more than one occasion
with both my students and my own children, my emo-
tions have run in that direction — then what is the fair,
appropriate, and mathematically accurate punishment?
However vengeful I may feel on my worst days, I’m
fairly certain that the appropriate punishment is not the
electric chair. Even if I were to engage in a typically fact-
free debate in which my personal preference for pun-
ishment were elevated above efficacy, I would never-
theless be forced to admit that giving a zero on a 100-

point scale for missing work is a mathematical inaccur-
acy.

If I were using a four-point grading system, I could
give a zero. If I am using a 100-point system, however,
then the lowest possible grade is the numerical value
of a D, minus the same interval that separates every
other grade. In the example in which the interval be-
tween grades is 10 points and the value of D is 60,
then the mathematically accurate value of an F is 50
points. This is not — contrary to popular mythology
— “giving” students 50 points; rather, it is awarding
a punishment that fits the crime. The students failed
to turn in an assignment, so they receive a failing grade.
They are not sent to a Siberian labor camp.

There is, of course, an important difference. Sen-
tences at Siberian labor camps ultimately come to an
end, while grades of zero on a 100-point scale last for-
ever. Just two or three zeros are sufficient to cause fail-
ure for an entire semester, and just a few course failures
can lead a student to drop out of high school, incurring
a lifetime of personal and social consequences.

This issue is as emotional as anything I have encoun-
tered since the phonics versus whole language debate.
Scholars regress to the persuasive tactics of professional
wrestlers (no offense intended to wrestlers — this arti-
cle will generate enough hate mail as it is), and research
and logic are subordinated to vengeance masquerading
as high standards. Because the emotional attachment to
the zero is so strong, I have given up advocating that
50 points should represent the lowest grade. What I do
think we can do to preserve some level of sanity in our
grading system is to return to a four-point system. A’s
no longer equal 100 points, but four points. If there is
a need for greater specificity, then we can choose an in-
finite number of digits to the right of the decimal point
and thus differentiate between the 3.449 and 3.448
to our heart’s content. But at the end of the day in such
a system, the F is a zero — one point below the D. It
is fair, accurate, and, some people may believe, moti-
vational. But at least the zero on a four-point scale is
not the mathematical travesty that it is when applied to
a 100-point system.

1. Thomas R. Guskey and Jane M. Bailey, Developing Grading and Re-
porting Systems for Student Learning (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Corwin Press,
2001).
2. Clarisse Butler, “Are Students Getting a Free Ride?,” New York Teacher,
2 June 2004, available at www.nysut.org/newyorkteacher/2003-2004/
040602grading.html; and Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, “Mini-
mum Grades, Minimum Motivation,” The Education Gadfly, 3 June
2004, available at www.edexcellence.net/foundation/gadfly/issue.cfm?id=
151#1850. K
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