
distinguishing a high failure of an F or G from a low failure of a J when they are all 
failures? Our scale communicates that we anticipate so many kinds of failure that we 
need to distinguish among all its different varieties—a message that certainly runs 
counter to what we want to say about learning and our expectations for students.

Allocating so much of our scale—nearly two-thirds of it—to failure seems wrong 
on its face, but its real harm occurs when the 100-point percentage scale is 
applied to assignments across a term: It becomes nearly impossible for a student 
to overcome low grades.

This non-linearity of [the 100-point] scale not only increases the probability of 
an assigned grade being an F but makes the grading process susceptible to having 
a few failing grades dominate a much larger number of passing grades. (Carifio & 
Carey, 2013, p. 22)

Nowhere is this more obvious than looking at how the zero affects a grade. Earlier 
in this chapter, we examined the inaccuracy caused by the zero when it signifies a 
missing assignment, but now let’s see its impact within a series of scores. For example, 
let’s look at a hypothetical student’s grades on three assignments:

LETTER GRADE 
EQUIVALENT

Assignment 1 B

Assignment 2 B

Assignment 3 F

Assuming each assignment were equally weighted, if we were to determine the 
right final grade for this student, we might average her scores and award her a C-, 
perhaps a D+. One grade we obviously would not award is an F.

But now let’s look at what happens when we substitute percentage equivalents from 
the 0–100 scale for the letter grades. Let’s assume the student earned two B scores of 
85 percent (the B range is usually 80%–90%), and was assigned a zero as the F 
because the assignment was never submitted:

PERCENTAGE SCORE
LETTER GRADE 
EQUIVALENT

Assignment #1 85% B

Assignment #2 85% B

Assignment #3 0% [missing] F

Average 85 + 85 + 0 = 170

170/3 assignments = 57% (F)

?

Part iii • EquitablE GradinG PracticEs82




