
Our scale allocates sixty of its 100 numbers (0–59) to the failure scale while only forty 
numbers (61–100) are allocated to passing.1 What does this say to our students about learn-
ing and achievement? That we value failure over success—why else would we want to 
describe failure in sixty different ways but proficiency (B or above) in only twenty ways?
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100 0–59 60% 80–100 21%

To put it simply, failing scores occupy three times the area of our 100-point scale as 
the range dedicated to describing success. And to reveal not just the punitive orien-
tation of the scale but its absurdity, let’s look at what happens if we were to make 
each letter range of scores proportional and extended the 10-point bands for A, B, 
C, and D (10 points per letter):

TRADITIONAL GRADING SCALE (COMPLETE)

90–100 A

80–89 B

70–79 C

60–69 D

50–59 F

40–49 G

30–39 H

20–29 I

10–19 J

0–9 K

Seems nonsensical to describe so many levels of failure, right? Why would we ever 
feel a need to award a J, and what would be the pedagogical justification for 

1We’ll assume that a D is a passing grade, although in many schools, a C is the lowest passing 
grade. This renders the 0–100-point scale even more disproportionately oriented toward 
failure: 70 numbers represent failure, and only 30 numbers represent passing.
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