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Using Grades as a Form of Punishment 

Although educators would undoubtedly prefer that motivation to learn be 
entirely intrinsic, grades and another reporting methods are important 
factors in determining how much effort students put forth (Cameron and 
Pierce 1994, 1996; Chastain 1990;Ebel 1979).  Studies show that most 
students view high grades as positive recognition of their success, and some 
work hard to avoid the consequences of low grades (Feldmesser 1971).   

At the same time, no studies support the use of low grades or marks as 
punishment.  Instead of prompting greater effort, low grades more often 
cause students to withdraw from learning. To protect their self-images, 
many students regard the low grade as irrelevant and meaningless.  Other 
students may blame themselves for the low grade, but they may feel helpless 
to make any improvement (Selby and Murphy).   

Sadly some teachers consider grades or reporting forms as their “weapon of 
last resort.”  In their view, students who do not comply with their requests 
must suffer the consequences of the greatest punishment a teacher can 
bestow: a failing grade.  Such practices have no educational value and, in 
the long run, adversely affect students, teacher, and the relationship they 
share.  

Remedy 

Rather than attempting to punish students with a low grade or mark in the 
hope it will prompt greater effort in the future, teachers can better motivate 
students by considering their work as incomplete and requiring additional 
effort.  Recognizing this, some schools have initiated grading policies that 
eliminate the use of failing grades altogether.  Teachers are Beachwood 
Middle School in Beachwood, Ohio, for example record students’ grades as 
A, B, C, or I (incomplete).  Students who receive an I grade are required to 
do additional work in order to bring their performance up o an acceptable 
level.  This policy is based on the belief that students perform at a failure 
level or submit failing work in large part because teachers accept it.  If 
teachers no longer accept substandard work, Beachwood educators reason, 
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then students will not submit it and, with appropriate support, will continue 
to work until their performance is satisfactory (Bernetich. 1998). 

Beachwood Middle School teachers strongly believe that giving a failing 
grade to student who have not performed well, despite their ability to do so, 
offers these students an easy way out of schoolwork.  By contrast, if 
teachers insist that all assignments designed to demonstrate learning be 
completed and done well, then students will choose to do their work in a 
timely fashion and at a satisfactory level of quality.  The guiding maxim of 
the teachers at Beachwood Middle School is “If it’s not done well, then it’s 
not done!” 

Implementing grading policies such as this naturally requires additional 
funding for the necessary support mechanisms.  Students who receive an I 
grade at Beachwood, for example, are required to attend after-school 
sessions or special Saturday school programs staffed by teachers, volunteer 
parents, and older students.  Those who are unable or unwilling to do the 
make-up work during the school year must attend required summer school 
sessions designed to help them bring their performance up to an acceptable 
level (Kuchner 1998).  Although these support mechanisms demand 
commitment and additional funding, schools implementing such programs 
generally find them to be highly successful (Bernetich 1998). Many also 
discover that they actually save money in the long run.  Because this regular 
and ongoing support helps students remedy their learning difficulties before 
they become major problems, less time and fewer resources need to be spent 
in major remediation efforts later on. 

At all levels education, we need to think seriously about the use of failing 
grades.  Although honesty must prevail in assessment and evaluation of 
student learning, we also must consider the negative consequences of 
assigning failing grades to students’ work or level of performance (see 
Roderick and Camburn 1999). Especially in the early years of school, the 
negative consequences of failing grades are quite seriously and far outweigh 
any benefits.  Even in upper grades, the fear of failure is a questionable 
motivation device.  Better and more effective alternatives to failing grades 
need to be found, especially in a standards-based system.  The use of I 
grades or incomplete grades present one meaningful alternative, especially 
if the necessary policies and resources are put in place to support those 
students who need additional assistance.  

Using Zeros in Grading 

Another related grading policy that hinders the implementation of 
standards-based reforms is the use of zeros.  As part of their grading 
policies, many teachers assign zeros to students’ work that is missed, 
neglected, or turned in late.  However, the zero is seldom an accurate 
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reflection of what a student has learned or is able to do (Raebeck 1993).  
Instead, zeros are typically assigned to punish students for not displaying 
appropriate effort or demonstrating adequate responsibility. (Canady and 
Hotchkiss 1989; Stiggins and Duke 1991).  If the grade is to represent how 
well students have learned or mastered established learning standards, then 
the practice of assigning zeros clearly misses the mark.   

The effect of assigning zeros is intensified if combined with the practice of 
averaging to attain a student’s overall course grade.  Students readily see 
that receiving a single zero leaves them little chance for success because 
such an extreme score drastically skews the average.  That is why, for 
example, in scoring Olympic events such as gymnatiscs, diving, or ice-
skating; the highest and lowest scored are always eliminated.  If they were 
not, one judge could control the entire competition simply by giving 
extreme scores. 

Some teachers defend the practice of assigning zeros by arguing that they 
cannot give students credit for work that is incomplete or not turned in = 
and that is certainly true.  But there are far better ways to motivate and 
encourage students to complete assignments in a timely manner than 
through the use of zeros, especially considering the overwhelmingly 
negative effects.   

Remedy 

Students certainly should learn to accept responsibility for their actions and 
should be held accountable for their work.  Nevertheless, no evidence 
demonstrates that assigning zeros helps teach students these lessons. Unless 
educators are willing to admit that grades are used to show evidence of 
students’ lack of effort and responsibility, then alternatives to the practice 
of assigning zeros must be found.   

One alternative approach is to assign an I (or incomplete) grade with 
explicit requirements for completing the work, as addressed in the 
preceding discussion.  For example, students whose work are incomplete or 
not turned in on time might be required to attend after-school study sessions 
or special Saturday classes until their work is completed to a satisfactory 
level.  In other words, they are not “let off the hook” with a zero.  Instead, 
students learn that they have certain responsibilities in school and that their 
actions have specific consequences, not completing assigned work in time 
means that students must attend special after-school sessions to complete 
the work. Implementing such a policy may require additional funding and 
support; still the payoffs are like to be great.  Not only is this approach 
more beneficial to students than simply assigning a zero, it is also a lot 
more fair.  In addition, it helps make the grade a more accurate reflection of 
what students have learned.  
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Summary 

To successfully implement standards-based reforms, educational leaders 
must take a broader and more systemic view of their efforts.  Instead of 
focusing narrowly on curriculum and assessment issues, they must expand 
their perspective to consider organizational policies that can hinder success, 
especially in the area of grading and reporting student learning.  Although 
grading will always be a process of professional judgment, making those 
judgments requires careful thought and continual reflection on the purposed 
of activity.  If grades are to represent information about the adequacy of 
students’ achievement and performance with respect to clear learning 
standards, then the evidence used to determine grades must denote what 
students have learned and are able to do.  To allow other factors to 
influence grades or marks misrepresents students’ learning attainment. 

Grading requires careful planning thoughtful judgment, a clear focus on 
purpose, excellent communication skills, and an overriding concern for 
students.  Such qualities are necessary to ensure grading policies and 
practices that provide high –quality information on student learning in any 
standards- based learning environment. 

 
Question for discussion: 
 
In what ways do our current grading practices motivate struggling or advanced learners to 
persist in the face of difficulty? 

- Carol Ann Tomlinson- 
 
Notes: 
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