
If you were a student in two of the three teachers’ math classes you had about a  
20 percent chance of getting a D or F, but if you were in the third teacher’s math 
class, you had 0 percent chance of getting a D or F. In the English classes, taught by 
three different teachers including Ms. Richardson and Ms. Thompson, the range of 
D and F rates—4 percent, 22 percent, and 35 percent—was even more dramatic. 
Mallory double-checked the grade data, then double-checked that students in the 
classes weren’t significantly different—in other words, one teacher’s students as a 
group didn’t have lower standardized test scores or higher rates of absences. No, the 
groups of students were similar; the only difference among the classes seemed to be 
the chances of receiving a particular grade.

Mallory put on her detective hat and considered, investigated, and then rejected 
several explanations: No substantive differences in instruction. Teachers were 
using the same curriculum with the same tests and even scored those tests as a 
team to ensure fairness and uniform evaluation. Mallory scoured students’ previ-
ous test scores and grades, with no indication of drastically different profiles of 
the classes as a whole. No substantive difference in the classroom physically—it 
wasn’t as if one classroom had a broken thermostat or was closer to a noisy play-
ground. What was even odder was that students with identical standardized test 
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