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Achieving Equity and Excellence: Immediate Results From the Lessons of 

High-Poverty, High-Success Schools 

By Douglas Reeves 

_____________________ 

Study Guide 

This study guide is a companion to the book Achieving Equity and Excellence: Immediate 

Results From the Lessons of High-Poverty, High-Success Schools by Douglas Reeves. Achieving 

Equity and Excellence provides readers a methodology for change based upon identifying, 

recording, and replicating positive results in their own schools and communities. 

 

This guide is arranged by chapter, enabling readers to either work their way through the entire 

book or focus on the specific topics addressed in a particular chapter. It can be used by 

individuals, small groups, or an entire team to identify key points, raise questions for 

consideration, assess conditions in a particular school or district, and suggest steps that might be 

taken to promote a healthy school culture. 

 

We thank you for your interest in this book, and we hope this guide is a useful tool in your 

efforts to create a healthy culture in your school or district. 
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Chapter 1 

Understand the Five Levels of Educational Research 

_____________________ 

 

1. Do you consider yourself to be a critical consumer of educational research? What 

evidence can you give to support your answer? 

 

2. What are the five levels of educational research? Define each level. 

 

3. Which levels provide the most compelling and effective evidence? Why is this the case? 

How do individuals at your school respond when presented with credible evidence that 

supports a change initiative? How do they respond to ambiguous claims? 

 

4. Consider a recent situation where you used research to propose a new idea or practice. 

Which of the five levels of educational research did you utilize? How credible was your 

evidence? 
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Chapter 2 

Decide Which Research to Trust 

_____________________ 

 

1. List the seven common arguments to educational research described in this chapter. 

Consider a situation when you received one of these criticisms. How did you respond? 

 

2. What is the science fair approach? Why is local research more compelling than external 

research? List three challenges facing your school that can be observed and assessed 

using the science fair approach. 

 

3. Why is cherry-picking a grave concern of many critics? What are three responses to this 

challenge? 

 

4. What is the best way to respond to any of these criticisms? Think back to the first 

question, where you remembered a situation when you received one of these criticisms. 

Knowing what you know now, would you still respond in the same manner? How might 

you improve your response? 
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Chapter 3 

Organize Their School or District as a Professional Learning Community 

_____________________ 

 

1. What are the three big ideas of professional learning communities (PLCs)? What are the 

essential characteristics of PLCs? 

 

2. List the four critical questions. What is the goal of a PLC?  

 

3. Define PLC lite. What advice would you give to a leader whose school currently operates 

as a PLC lite? 

 

4. Consider your school or district. Has your school or district fully committed to the PLC 

process? What evidence can you give to support your answer? 

 



Achieving Equity and Excellence —Study Guide 

Copyright © 2020 by Solution Tree Press 

--5-- 

Chapter 4 

Display a Laser-Like Focus on Student Achievement 

_____________________ 

 

1. Regarding student achievement, the author states that equity and excellence schools 

“transform vague claims and aspirations into specific practices” (page 37). What are 

some specific and tangible ways your school or district demonstrates its focus on student 

achievement? 

 

2. Consider the last grade-level, department, or entire-staff meeting you attended. Did you 

and your team make the most of this time, or was it frittered away? What advice might 

you share with a new leader so that each meeting has a laser-like focus on student 

achievement? 

 

3. Why is it important for leaders to devote time to visiting the classrooms, hallways, and 

common areas in their schools? How often do you find yourself outside of your office? 

 

4. What role does credibility play in building and maintaining strong relationships? In what 

ways have you built credibility?  
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Chapter 5 

Conduct Collaborative Scoring 

_____________________ 

 

1. According to research, how does collaborative scoring impact student learning? What are 

the benefits of collaborative scoring? 

 

2. Describe the four ranges of performance on a performance continuum. Why does the 

author suggest having a colleague complete a performance task before administering an 

assessment to students?  

 

3. How does the three-column rubric engage students in collaborative scoring? Have you 

used this method before? If so, what has your experience been like? If not, can you think 

of an assessment that will pair nicely with a three-column rubric? 

 

4. Explain why collaboration requires vulnerability. What are some steps schools can take 

to reduce the unwanted side effects of vulnerability? 
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Chapter 6 

Emphasize Nonfiction Writing 

_____________________ 

 

1. What does the author reveal about student writing portfolios in schools with high poverty 

and low achievement? How do writing portfolios from schools with high poverty and 

high achievement compare? When considering your school, what is the ratio between 

fiction and nonfiction writing? 

 

2. What is the most common objection to requesting students engage in more nonfiction 

writing? How might you respond to someone who offers this objection? Consider figures 

6.1 and 6.2 (pages 57–58) when responding. 

 

3. Imagine you are a teacher or administrator at a school that does not have a strong 

commitment to cross-disciplinary nonfiction writing. How would you propose the idea of 

utilizing a single scoring rubric for nonfiction writing to teachers? 

 

4. On page 61, the author writes, “We should think of writing as thinking through the end of 

a pen.” What does this mean, and why is this mindset important? 
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Chapter 7 

Utilize Frequent Formative Assessment With Multiple Opportunities for 

Success 

_____________________ 

 

1. What are the four criteria for effective feedback? Describe each, and provide an example 

of what each looks like in the classroom.  

 

2. What are the differences between formative assessment and summative assessment? In 

what ways can formative assessment data influence teachers’ decisions and instruction? 

What can students learn from formative assessment data? 

 

3. Reflect on your school’s or classroom’s policy on retakes. Do you believe this policy is 

conducive to enhancing student learning? Why or why not? If you do not already utilize 

the one-retake rule, how might using this rule impact student learning? 

 

4. What is the menu solution, and when do you use it? Consider a recent retake you gave 

students in your classroom. For those students who failed the retake, what are some 

possible menu tasks you can offer them? 
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Chapter 8 

Perform Constructive Data Analysis 

_____________________ 

 

1. The author shares some ineffective methods of data analysis. What are some examples of 

leaders engaging in this “looking at data” trend?  

 

2. Consider the two groups of teachers described in the section Using Data as Insight (page 

77). How does each group address its high student failure rates? How will each group’s 

efforts affect student learning?  

 

3. Summarize the findings of the data collected by Michael Doll, Tom Pham, and Steven 

Flitch. When analyzing the data, how did the teachers address the concern of grade 

inflation? 

 

4. What is the critical distinction between “looking at data” and insightful data analysis?  
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Chapter 9 

Engage in Cross-Disciplinary Units of Instruction 

_____________________ 

 

1. How can multidisciplinary instruction strengthen student learning? What are some 

examples of multidisciplinary instruction that you have seen or conducted? How did 

students react to these tasks? 

 

2. What might be some challenges or concerns of individuals who have never created a 

cross-disciplinary assignment?  

 

3. What are powers standards? List the three characteristics of power standards. 

 

4. If you were to develop a list of power standards for a specific grade and subject, what 

would be your first step? What should you take into consideration when designing the 

standards, and who would you ask to help with this task? 
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Chapter 10 

Discover the Equity and Excellence Mindset 

_____________________ 

 

1. Carol S. Dweck (2008) popularized the terms fixed mindset and growth mindset. Define 

fixed mindset and growth mindset. 

 

2. How does the author’s perspective of mindset differ from Dweck’s theory? What does 

Reeves mean when he says, “…it is not that belief precedes behavior but rather behavior 

precedes belief” (page 92). 

 

3. Using you own words, describe the equity mindset. Next, describe the excellence 

mindset. 

 

4. What are characteristics of the leadership mindset? Have you worked with someone with 

a leadership mindset? What in his or her words or actions suggests he or she has this 

mindset? 
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Chapter 11 

Change Behavior Before Belief 

_____________________ 

 

1. List the eight steps in John P. Kotter’s (2012) change process. Why does this traditional 

model for change fail?  

 

2. What is cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT)? Briefly describe the six fundamental errors 

in thinking as categorized by David D. Burns (1980).  

 

3. What is the sequence of behavioral change as outlined by CBT? How does this differ 

from the sequence of traditional change models? 

 

4. What are the four fundamental elements of the new model for educational change? 

Explain how each element differs from the old model and how each element supports 

effective change. 
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Chapter 12 

Transform Vision Into Action Through Teacher Leadership 

_____________________ 

1. The author defines leadership as leader-as-architect. What does this new definition 

imply about effective leadership?

2. How does using the science fair approach empower teachers and enable teacher 

leadership? What does results mean in the context of the science fair approach?

3. The science fair approach looks at teaching practices. When assessing student 

performance, why is it important to focus on teaching rather than on the teacher?

4. Consider the science fair results shared by the three teachers from San Bernardino City 

Unified School District. Will these results create buy-in? Why?
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Chapter 13 

Improve Coaching, Feedback, and Evaluation 

_____________________ 

 

1. Define coaching. What are the four characteristics of effective coaching? 

 

2. Research supports two types of coaching assessments. What are these assessments? How 

are they similar and different, and why are they effective? 

 

3. Reflect on some of your experiences with delivering feedback. Were they FAST? What 

did you do well, and what can you improve? 

 

4. How do evaluations differ from coaching and feedback? Why is this the case? 
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Chapter 14 

Establish Accountability as a Learning System 

_____________________ 

 

1. In the original equity and excellence research, Reeves (2004) examines a district’s 

creation of a new accountability system. What factors does this new system examine, and 

why is this important? What two key ideas emerge from these findings? 

 

2. The author describes a scenario where a school measures students’ body mass index 

(BMI) and incorporates the data into its accountability report card. Is this accountability 

system effects based or causes based? Explain why a causes-based system is more 

effective than an effects-based system. 

 

3. What are the three components of a learning system? Who identifies the indicators at the 

first level? Who decides the indicators at the second level? 

 

4. Why is it important to include central office departments in the learning system?  
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Chapter 15 

Enact System-Level Accountability 

_____________________ 

 

1. About how many priorities does your school or district have? Do you believe they are 

focused and clear? What three questions can leaders ask to evaluate whether their 

accountability system is well focused and aligned? 

 

2. Consider your school or district. Are attendance and discipline policies consistent 

throughout all levels? Do teachers have the same protocols for entering student 

performance data? If not, how will these inconsistencies affect accountability indicators? 

Why is accuracy important? 

 

3. Why is there a need for specificity in the language of the indicators? What is 

organizational drag? 

 

4. What are the three elements of change as described by Chip and Dan Heath (2013)? 

Explain these elements in relation to effective accountability systems. 
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Chapter 16 

Enact School- and Department-Level Accountability 

_____________________ 

 

1. Clarify the relationship between the first- and second-level indicators of an accountability 

system. Why is it OK for schools to select their own indicators, even when there is the 

potential for hundreds of different indicators? 

 

2. What is the most common objection to school-based accountability indicators? How 

might you respond to someone who has this mindset? 

 

3. The author writes, “The value of school-based indicators when combined with system-

level indicators is that leaders can systematically test hypotheses” (page 158). What is the 

significance of testing hypotheses at the school level? What are some hypotheses that you 

would like to see tested at the school level? 

 

4. Why are central office department staff often overlooked until something goes wrong? 

Give some examples of how these departments can help achieve systemwide 

accountability indicators.  
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Chapter 17 

Explain the Story Behind the Numbers 

_____________________ 

 

1. Why is it important to provide a qualitative explanation of an accountability system? 

Who is the audience for this narrative? 

 

2. What are some characteristics of an effective narrative? Consider the middle-school 

narrative on pages 162–163. In what ways does this report exemplify the ideal narrative? 

 

3. Why should leaders include triumphs and tragedies in narratives?  

 

4. Explain the Matthew Effect in the context of schools. How can a narrative combat the 

negative impact of the Matthew Effect? 
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