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Webinar Protocols

Â Use the “question” function on the 
screen

Â One-way audio – you must type your 
questions I can’t hear youquestions – I can’t hear you

Â For personalized responses, e-mail 
Dreeves@LeadandLearn.com

Overview
Â The Focus Imperative
Â Monitoring What Matters
Â The Critical Variables:  Time, Teaching, 

Leadership
Â Planning for Mistakes
Â Changing Culture
Â The 100-Day Plan
Â Your questions, challenges, and 

success stories
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The Focus Imperative

Â The “Rule of Six”
Â How many priorities can you monitor?
Â The essentials of goal-setting:  

ifi it d bilitspecificity and measurability
Â The big and little in-box:  focus on what 

you CAN control

Monitoring What Matters

Â The elements of effective monitoring:
Â Adult actions
Â Frequency
Â Constructive monitoring
Â The results:  Schools with superior 

monitoring have FIVE TIMES THE 
GAINS IN ACHIEVEMENT as schools 
with poor monitoring

Critical Variable #1:  Time
ÂWhat does your schedule say about your 

Theory of Action?
– As students get older, they need less time on 

literacy
– They need less time on literacy because a 

higher percentage of our older students are 
proficient in literac than o r o ngerproficient in literacy than our younger 
students

Â Are these hypotheses true?
Â If not, why do middle and high school 

students receive fewer minutes of literacy 
instruction than elementary school 
students?
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More on TIME:
1)  Double periods strongly linked to 

improved student performance and 
lower failure rates (Educational 
Leadership, September 2007)

2)  The risk of “too much time” is far 
lower than the risk of “too little time”

3)  Time allocation is directly related to 
homework completion, opportunity to 
learn, and relationship building

Critical Variable #2:  Teaching
Â The overwhelming consensus of the 

evidence – Darling-Hammond, 
Haycock, Goodlad, Schmoker, Reeves, 
and many others – is that teaching 
effectiveness is the key variable that
influences achievement and equity

Â How will your allocation of teaching 
resources be different next year than in 
the past?

Teaching Policies and 
Procedures

ÂWhat is the difference between the 
student who earns and A and the one 
who earns an F?

Â The overwhelming number of g
responses consider factors for which 
the STUDENT ALONE is responsible

ÂWhat about TEACHING PRACTICES 
that determine the difference between 
the A and F?
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Teaching Practices Determining 
Failure and Success

Â Attendance policies
Â Grading policies
Â Choice
Â Empowerment
Â Competency
Â Ask yourself:  Where are students 

MOST SUCCESSFUL in school when 
they are NOT successful in class?

Critical Variable #3:  
Leadership

Â Consider what you CAN control – staff 
meetings, professional development, 
schedule, course assignments, feedback, 
evaluation

Â Meetings as “announcement-free zones”Â Meetings as announcement free zones
Â Professional development – the 7:1 rule
Â Schedule:  Say what everyone knows –

“Not every subject needs the same 
amount of time”

Â Feedback and Evaluation:  When will you 
do it?  September or May?  

Planning for Mistakes
Â Type I and Type II Errors, or:
Â The “Sorry” Error and 

– We spent some extra time on interventions 
and didn’t need them after all

Th “REALLY REALLY REALLY S ”Â The “REALLY REALLY REALLY Sorry” 
Error
– We failed to spend extra time on 

interventions and another year went by 
while students cascaded into a cycle of 
failure
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Changing Culture

Â Identify what does NOT change –
values, traditions, relationships, 
respect

Â Pick your battles a few things a fewÂ Pick your battles – a few things, a few 
observations, a few changes

Â Leaders model the changes, behaviors, 
and beliefs

Â Do the “scut work”

The 100-Day Plan

Â The power of short-term wins
ÂWhat can you report BEFORE WINTER 

BREAK that reinforces success?
Wh t “b li d t ” f l t f llÂWhat “base line data” from last fall can 
you gather right now?

Â How can you measure BOTH student 
AND adult actions?

Examples of Critical Leverage 
Points:

Â Attendance: Which students missed 15% 
or more of class last year?  Start next year 
with a “zero absence” meeting

Â Grading:  What was the #1 cause of failure 
last year? How can you address it withlast year?  How can you address it with 
meaningful and effective consequences?

Â Engagement:  Are students involved in 
service, leadership, and extracurricular 
activities more successful?  How can you 
encourage that?  How can you avoid 
discouraging that?
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Questions and Discussion

Â Please use the “Question” feature of 
the webinar screen to ask questions

Â If you prefer to have a private response, 
just e mailjust e-mail 
Dreeves@LeadandLearn.com or call 
(303) 504-9312, 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.
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