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Introduction

You just opened what may be the most challenging and unsettling 
book you will ever read about any education topic. This book is 

not for anyone who’s comfortable with the status quo in education. It’s 
not for those who trust in traditions and find it easy to ignore research 
evidence that challenges those traditions. It’s not for the weak of spirit.

This book won’t be an easy or comfortable read. The school leaders, 
professors, teachers, instructors, board members, community members, 
and parents who read this book won’t be talking about it in calm and 
casual tones. More likely, they’ll be engaged in heated arguments and 
impassioned debates.

Some readers will find the ideas described in this book to be so diffi-
cult to accept that they’ll dismiss them outright. A handful may even 
suggest that the very premise of these ideas is ridiculous. Others will 
acknowledge the validity of the ideas but feel they’re helpless to do any-
thing about it. Still others will experience a profound sense of sadness 
and guilt when they realize that dedicated educators have unwittingly 
ignored the adverse consequences of policies and practices related to 
these ideas for decades.

But hopefully among readers there also will be a few who recognize 
the truth in these ideas, see the compelling need for change, and are 
willing to take the bold and courageous steps required to make im-
provements. With any luck, you are among them.
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C H A P T E R  2

Challenge the Use 
of Percentage Grades
Portions of this chapter appear in “Th e Case Against Percentage Grades” (Guskey, 2013b).

As I described in the previous chapter, grading and reporting have 
become a major focus in education reform. Educators are becoming 

aware of the inadequacies of many current grading practices and the 
poor alignment of those practices with other reforms in standards and 
assessments. What most educators fail to recognize, however, is that a 
basic component in most present-day grading systems stands as a ma-
jor obstacle in eff orts to make grades fairer, more accurate, and more 
meaningful. Th at component is percentage grades.

Nearly every computer and online grading program available to educa-
tors today calculates percentage grades. Many state education programs 
are based on percentage grades, and in some instances, state or provincial 
legislation mandates percentage grades (Friess, 2008). Yet despite their 
popularity, percentage grades are the most diffi  cult to justify or defend 
from a procedural, practical, or ethical perspective.

Percentage grades give the illusion of precision to imprecise and often 
highly subjective judgments of students’ performance. Th ey also create 
a multitude of methodological and logistical problems for teachers who 
must explain the grades they record on assessments and report cards 
to students, parents, and others. Moreover, percentage grades represent 
what is perhaps the most signifi cant deterrent to the development of 
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Logistic Challenges
From the perspective of simple logic, percentage grade scales make 

little sense. As noted earlier, teachers who use percentage grades typically 
set the minimum grade for passing at 60 or 65. In other words, students 
must attain a grade of at least 60 in order to receive credit for a course 
or to meet the minimal level of performance judged as “success.” Most 
teachers consider percentage grades in the 60s to represent only modest 
success, while those in the 90s are regarded as representing high-level 
or excellent success.

Th e result of setting this minimum cutoff , however, is a grading scale 
that identifi es sixty or more distinct levels of failure and only forty or 
fewer levels of passing. Figure 2.1 shows a comparison between the 
typical letter grading scale and the percentage grading scale. Nearly 
two-thirds of the percentage grade scale describes levels of failure! Is it 
necessary to distinguish this many levels of failure? Is it helpful to stu-
dents? Does any teacher consider percentage grades in the 50s to denote 
modest failure and those in the teens or 20s to represent more signifi cant 
or extreme failure? Are unsuccessful students concerned about which 
of the sixty diff erent levels of failure they achieved? In most schools, 
failure is failure; there is no “almost” about it.

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

F D C B A

Figure 2.1: Typical grade designations in the letter grading and percentage 
grading scales.

Some teachers counter that no one really uses those sixty diff erent 
levels of failure. But if that is the case, why have them? Why not use a 
fi fty-point grade scale and designate ten levels of failure rather than the 
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C H A P T E R  3

Challenge Plus and Minus and 
Half-Grade Increments

A few years ago, a serious debate arose at my university. Th e topic 
led to heated arguments in meetings around campus and was the 

focus of countless editorials and op-ed pieces in the campus newspaper. 
Th e subject of this debate was a proposal to use plus (+) and minus (–) 
grades in all classes throughout the university.

A university administrator who knew that I had studied grading issues 
invited me to testify before the university senate. So on the appointed 
day, I walked across campus to attend the senate meeting. When asked 
by the senate chair to present my perspective on the policy to use plus 
and minus grades, I off ered the following:

As a professor in the College of Education, I’ve spent considerable 
time in recent years surveying the research on grading and reporting 
student learning. That research suggests that the issue of plus and 
minus grades is not as complicated as many contend. In essence, it 
comes down to a rather simple choice: Do you want a fi ve-category 
grading scale or a twelve-category grading scale? Of course, the 
more important question in this regard is whether or not adding more 
categories to the grading scale makes it better and fairer to students.

Believing that grading scales with more categories are better, howev-
er, begs the question: Why stop at twelve categories? There’s nothing 
particularly special about twelve—that is, apart from its association 
with other key aspects of our society, like the number of apostles, 
days of Christmas, and zodiac signs.
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be designed to accentuate differences in students’ performances, not 
necessarily to measure what students achieve. If most students do well 
on assessments of learning and cluster near the top of the achievement 
distribution, differentiating among them can be difficult. Therefore, steps 
must be taken to spread the scores, emphasizing subtle differences in 
students’ performance. These differences may or may not relate to im-
portant learning goals and rarely are made explicit to students.

Negative Consequences
In addition to these often overlooked assumptions are the negative 

consequences typically associated with grading on the curve and pre-
scribed grade distribution policies. Basing students’ grades on their rela-
tive standing among classmates can prompt resentment of high-scoring 
students who inflate the curve and, in the minds of some class members, 
cause other students to receive a low grade. Stories also abound of 
students hiding books or other resources from classmates or removing 
equipment needed in projects or experiments in order to enhance their 
chances of doing better than other students and receiving a high grade. 
Grading on the curve thus denies students the opportunity to work 
together and to help each other attain valuable, shared learning goals 
(see Guskey & Bailey, 2001).

In essence, prescribed grade distributions in which grades are based 
on each student’s relative standing among classmates make learning 
highly competitive. Students must compete against one another for the 
few high grades to be awarded by their teachers. Doing well does not 
mean learning excellently; it means outdoing your classmates. It means 
keeping others down so that you can succeed. Such competition dam-
ages relationships among students and relationships between teachers 
and their students (Krumboltz & Yeh, 1996; Richert, 2013). Students 
are discouraged from collaborating or helping one another because do-
ing so might hurt the helper’s chance at success (Gray, 1993; Johnson, 
Johnson, & Tauer, 1979; Johnson, Skon, & Johnson, 1980). Students 
thus become reluctant to form study groups or offer assistance in any 
form to classmates. Learning becomes a game of winners and losers, 
and because the number of high grades is kept arbitrarily small, most 
students are forced to be losers (Haladyna, 1999; Johnson & Johnson, 
1989). Teachers likewise may refrain from helping individual students 
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because other students might construe this as favoring the competition 
(Gray, 1993; Guskey, 2011).

Th is is not to imply that competition has no place in the classroom. It 
is an important part of the real-world experiences students will eventu-
ally face. But in true learning environments, students should be compet-
ing against rigorous and demanding academic standards that set high 
expectations for their performance. Competition against learning stan-
dards unites students and their teachers with a common goal. Helping 
classmates does not diminish a student’s chance of success. It might 
actually enhance it. Th e competition need not pit students against each 
other with the teacher serving primarily to monitor the competition. 
Instead, it could connect students and their teachers in the challenge to 
have all students learn well. When “course work of the highest quality” 
refl ects achievement of challenging learning standards, grades become 
meaningful and defensible, as does the percent of students who receive 
As. Teachers can then concentrate on developing the talents of all their 
students rather than simply selecting the talented few.

Other unintended but equally adverse consequences for high school 
students can result from grading on the curve. A study by Wood (1994), 
for example, found that the percentage of students receiving As, Bs, 
Cs, and so on in an urban high school remained virtually the same 
from grade 10 through grade 12. At fi rst glance, this appears to show 
that teachers throughout the school were remarkably consistent in their 
grading. However, Wood also found that each year there were fewer 
students in the school due to dropouts. Since students who drop out 
are generally those with the lowest grades, this consistency in grade 
percentages means that as one group of unsuccessful students leaves, it 
is replaced by a succession of new students with low grades who were 
formerly successful. In other words, additional students are at risk of 
failing each year. Some students who got Cs as sophomores will get Ds 
as juniors, and so on (see Guskey, 2009).

Grade Infl ation
As described earlier and discussed in Guskey and Bailey (2001), grad-

ing on the curve is sometimes seen as a way to remedy the problem of 
grade infl ation—that is, course grades and students’ GPAs rising in the 
absence of comparable improvement in students’ skills and performance. 

Many argue that more students today receive high grades not because of 
excellence in achievement or performance, but because of new grading 
schemes, a lack of academic rigor, and teachers’ apprehension about 
students’ self-esteem. According to these critics, standards for grading 
have been sorely relaxed, and as a result, grades have become mean-
ingless and have no validity (Beaver, 1997; Rojstaczer, 2009). In many 
instances it is the very best institutions that are most concerned about 
grade infl ation (Gordon, 2006).

Research on the existence of grade infl ation has yielded mixed results, 
perhaps because most investigations focus on single institutions. A study 
by Evangeleen Pattison, Eric Grodsky, and Chandra Muller (2013) an-
alyzed data from four nationally representative samples, however, and 
challenged the notion that grade point averages have increased. Th eir 
investigations found that in the decades following 1972, grades have 
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C H A P T E R  7

Challenge the Use of 
Mathematical Algorithms

Ask teachers today how they determine their students’ grades, and the 
fi rst thing most do is open their gradebook. In earlier years, grade-

books were booklets in which teachers recorded by hand detailed infor-
mation about students’ performance. Today, teachers use computerized 
grading programs that allow them to enter the same information online.

Like the old-style grade booklets, modern electronic gradebooks pres-
ent a spreadsheet record of data for each class. Th e fi rst column of the 
spreadsheet lists all the students’ names in each class in alphabetical 
order. Following students’ names is a series of columns in which teach-
ers record scores or marks from homework assignments, daily work, 
assessments, projects and reports, major examinations, and so on. In 
some schools, teachers are required to enter a minimal number of scores 
or grades each week or each grading period.

In explaining their grading practices, teachers point to the complex 
array of data in their gradebook and describe how they weigh diff erent 
pieces of the information. At the end of the grading period, they use 
a computer-generated, mathematical algorithm to combine these var-
ied measures and calculate a summary score that is determined to the 
one-hundred-thousandth decimal point. Th e grading program then 
converts this summary score to a percentage grade and letter grade that 
is printed on a report card and sent home to parents.
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