
specialties—explicitly reject the 0–100 percentage scale, substituting it with alter-
nate scales and translated scores. These high stakes assessments never even mention 
a percentage. For example, California’s teacher candidates earn between the scaled 
scores of 20 to 80, with 41 representing a passing scaled score on each section. 
Aspiring lawyers must pass the Uniform Bar Exam, which has a 400-point scale, 
and although states can each set their own pass rate on the exam, most states require 
a passing score of between 260 and 280. Even elementary schools, at least through 
the primary grades, rarely, if ever, use a percentage scale; they use descriptive lan-
guage to describe students’ levels of performance (e.g., “Meets Expectations,” 
“Approaching,” “Developing”).

A humbling but reluctantly honest reason many of us continue to use the zero 
on a 100-point scale may be because the zero satisfies a psychological need. 
While Reeves sardonically recognizes teachers’ need to “punish the little mis-
creants who fail to complete our assignments” (2004), this need among us to 
feel satisfaction, to “hold students accountable” for not following our directions, 
is real and powerful. Guskey (2004) suggests that teachers, particularly at the 
secondary grades, assign a zero because they recognize that their power over 
students is relatively limited, and want students to really “feel” the consequences 
for not performing.

But if we can recognize that the 100-point scale is mathematically inappropriate 
and unsound, particularly when we assign a zero, we have two more accurate alter-
natives: Establish a grading floor, often called a “minimum grade,” or change the 
scale itself.

Minimum Grading
We can correct the 100-point scale’s disproportionality toward failure by instituting 
a “minimum grade”—that is, setting a percentage such as 50 percent that no student 
can score below:

MINIMUM GRADE GRADING SCALE

90–100 A

80–89 B

70–79 C

60–69 D

50–59 F

In this way, we’ve made the gradations of the letter scale more proportionate—10 
points separate each of the letter grades—which means that a 50 percent is the floor. 
Our grades now require from the student the same degree of improvement from an 

Part iii • EquitablE GradinG PracticEs84




