
Starch found that a “fine” scale, with 100 different descriptors of performance, is 
much more prone to error than a “coarse” scale with fewer designations. He recom-
mended the use of a four, or at most, 9-point scale—A+, A-, B+, B-, C+, C-, D+, D-, 
and F, with no “medium” grades such as A, B, C, D—and later found that a 5-point 
scale led to increased consistency (Starch, 1915). His and other studies contributed 
to the movement in the early twentieth century away from a 100-point scale and to 
an ABCDF scale. Few K–12 schools continued to use the percentage scale for the 
next several decades.

Then, with the emergence of grading software in the 1990s, the 0–100 experienced 
a resurgence in popularity, apparently not based on pedagogical justification, but 
because of technological capability and adopting a false belief that more gradations 
make our grades more accurate, when in fact it makes them less so (Starch, 1913). 
Starch’s experiment was retested a few years ago with similar results: Seventy-three 
high school English teachers were trained to use a specific approach to evaluating 
student writing, but when they gave a score on the 0–100 scale the scores ranged 
from 50 to 96 for the same essay (Brimi, 2011).

The 0–100 Scale’s Orientation Toward Failure
But even aside from its susceptibility to statistical error, there are much larger and 
more glaring mathematical weaknesses in our 100-point scale. The first mathemati-
cal problem is that the scale is disproportionately weighted toward failure and there-
fore sends the message that failure is more likely than success.

How? Let’s look at the grading scale used in nearly every school:

TRADITIONAL GRADING SCALE

90–100 A

80–89 B

70–79 C

60–69 D

0–59 F

This traditional scale divides 101 points into five different chunks. One chunk (A) 
includes 11 points, three chunks (B, C, D) each include 10 points, and one—the 
F—covers a range of 60 points. In order to move from a D to a C, a C to a B, or a 
B to an A, a student must increase their percentage by no more than 10 points, but 
for a student with an F, it may require an increase of up to 60 points to earn her way 
into the D range, the next level up. In other words, our 100-percentage point scale 
is “non-linear,” with disproportionate divisions.
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