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Handout 2 5

Giving Zeros

Read the following text, marking C next to passages that confirm your thinking, D next to 

ideas you disagree with, and Q next to anything that raises further questions. in your groups, 

discuss the passages you marked, as well as how each passage ties to the thinking and Feeling 

preferences.

in The Learning Leader (2006), Douglas Reeves makes a case that giving zeros on work not 

turned in is unsupportable as a practice. First citing research that shows that using grades as 

punishment does not motivate students, he points out that a four-point scale (a–F) has only a 

four-point difference between an a and the 0 resulting from an F. On a hundred-point scale, 

however, the difference between grades a–D is only ten points, while the difference between 

grades D–F is sixty points:

To insist on using zero on a 100-point scale is to assert that work that is not turned in is worthy 

of a penalty that is six times greater than work that is done wretchedly and worthy of a grade 

of D       [if] the value of D is 61 points, then the mathematically accurate value of F is 51 points  

This is not, contrary to popular mythology, “giving” students 50 points but rather awarding 

punishment that fits the crime  The students failed to turn in an assignment, and they received 

a failing grade  They are not sent to a Siberian labor camp  There is, of course, an important 

difference  Sentences at Siberian labor camps ultimately come to a close, while grades of zero on 

a 100-point scale last forever  Just two or three zeros are sufficient to cause failure for an entire 

semester, and just a few course failures lead to high school dropouts, with a lifetime of personal 

and social consequences  (pp  121–123)

at the opposite end of the spectrum from giving zeros is having low expectations for students, 

which might be disguised as, “Of course this student had trouble with this assignment. i just 

won’t push him so hard and maybe he will stay motivated.” Perhaps teachers accept substandard 

work with no consequence for lateness. Or, their grading system ensures enough points from 

busywork so that no student actually fails. in her article “Making america smarter,” lauren 

Resnick (1999) argues that low expectations trap students into thinking they just aren’t good 

at school. For students to understand that working hard makes them smarter, they need to do 

the work. teachers who believe that effort creates ability would say that the only acceptable 

consequence for the student who did not turn in the report is to finish and turn in the report—if 

the assignment was not helping the student learn, why was it assigned in the first place?
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We watched a team implement a “no More Ds and Fs” policy that took the failure rate on 

major projects from 25 percent to less than 1 percent. Poor work? students needed to do it over. 

they protested loudly when the first teacher implemented the policy, but by the time students 

heard it from a third teacher, they began to accept that their teachers had high expectations 

and that effort would create ability. then the teachers taught students how to break projects 

into chunks, estimate how long each step would take, determine how late they could start 

and still finish on time, and other project-management skills that the students simply had not 

developed. sometimes, if students fell behind, they lost the privilege of choosing topics and 

had to switch to more teacher-directed projects. as one boy reluctantly met with the teacher to 

make such a switch, he said, “You know, i’d done a lot of reading for my first project but then 

fell behind. if i’d stuck with it, i’d actually have done less work, right? ’Cause now i have to do 

this work too . . .” now that’s a natural consequence that motivates students to persevere the 

next time around.
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