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Do Minimum Grading Practices 

Lower Academic Standards 
and Produce Social Promotions?

by James Carifio and Theodore Carey

Although schools have always struggled with student failure, 
retention, and attrition, the turn of the new century has pro-
duced added pressures for schools to reduce student dropout 

rates. In the current political and economic environment, increased 
costs and reduced budgets are forcing difficult choices in how best 
to spend limited resources. In many districts, high-cost interven-
tion programs designed to keep “at-risk” students in school can be 
among the first eliminated (Brindley 2010; Chapman 2009; Daniels 
and Sonies 2010; Nettles 2009). That basic fact leaves educators pon-
dering a very short list of effective low-cost options.

Cognizant of the secondary and affective aspects of assigned 
grades on student confidence, self-efficacy, and motivation, increas-
ing numbers of schools have been experimenting with modified 
grading practices. Although many variations can be found in those 
practices, their common origins lie in various approaches that try to 
address the different problems associated with students who post 
catastrophically low grades in the first six to eight weeks of the 
school year. The student has few options left to recover or to use 
the remaining school year effectively (Craft 1997; Dunham 2008; 
Guskey 2002). Many of the strategies addressing the problem have 
been described in the popular press as “minimum grading practices” 
or “zeros aren’t permitted” (ZAP) programs (Friess 2008a).

Proponents of modified grading claim such practices do more 
than pass a few students who would otherwise fail. They argue 
that modified grading helps contribute positively to student moti-
vation—primarily through maintaining a healthy locus of control 
within the student. Critics counter that those practices offer unfair 
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and unearned assistance to low-performing students and contribute 
to overall grade inflation (Friess 2008b).

Although modified grading programs are based on strategies 
that individual teachers have long used to mediate the harsher 
effects of catastrophically low grades, implementing a modified 
grading scheme schoolwide can quickly generate intense contro-
versy. Nowhere has this been truer than in Texas this past summer, 
when the governor signed legislation that effectively bans both mini-
mum grading practices and ZAP programs (Montgomery 2009). An 
unstated but underlying point of contention in the Texas debate was 
that those practices were being applied disproportionately to dis-
advantaged students in an effort to reinstate the largely discredited 
practice of social promotion (Texas Insider 2009).

To address such concerns and to assist educators looking to 
make informed decisions about modified grading practices, this 
article explores minimum grading and ZAP programs in the larger 
context of the historical and ongoing debates concerning student 
retention and social promotion. The analysis will focus on the 
alleged social benefits such practices claim to realize and the collat-
eral social harms they may induce.
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The Rise and Fall of Social Promotion
Debates concerning social promotion began almost as soon as the 

first graded schools were established. In the early nineteenth century, it 
was not uncommon for students of all ages to be taught by one teacher 
in one large, common room. As early as the 1830s, communities with 
growing school populations began to recognize the inefficiencies of 
one-room schools. Just as important, parents were becoming deeply 
concerned about the unanticipated and undesired effects that expo-
sure to older students had on younger children. In response, reformers 
such as Henry Barnard proposed graded schools, describing them as 
both more humane and more efficient (Hacsi 2002).

Modern-day reformers can only envy the speed at which the 
graded school model was adopted, and that model remains dominant 
today—virtually unchanged since the mid-nineteenth century. Yet even 
as the graded school was becoming the norm, communities became 
concerned about the large numbers of students being retained (Tyack 
1974). Through the early twentieth century, decisions to promote stu-
dents from one grade to the next were based largely on how well stu-
dents performed on a series of standard tests. Proponents hoped that 
using the tests would minimize the effects of teachers’ personal judg-
ments about whom to promote. (Interestingly, they also hoped that 
the testing would encourage teaching a standard curriculum—presag-
ing, in many ways, No Child Left Behind and the current educational-
reform movement.) Whether using the tests had the desired effects is 
unclear, but one result of these practices was that increasing numbers 
of students were retained each year and the number of them too old 
for the grade in which they were enrolled was quickly growing—re-
creating many of the social problems graded schools were designed 
to eliminate. By the turn of the twentieth century, retention rates had 
reached nearly 50 percent, and 20 percent of all students left school 
before finishing eighth grade (Frey 2005).

Although retention did allow separating and sorting students by 
ability, ostensibly for more-efficient instruction, two obvious down-
sides to the practice made it ultimately unacceptable. For many 
urban districts already struggling to raise money for the rapidly 
growing public schools of the early twentieth century, the added 
costs associated with retained students were true budget breakers. 
Additionally, parents were again voicing concerns about the social 
effects of placing over-age students in classes with younger chil-
dren. A low-cost solution to both problems was social promotion, 
or simply promoting students along with their age groups—whether 
they had adequately mastered required skills or not. By the 1930s, 



222

educational HORIZONS   � Summer 2010

222

and to the end of the twentieth century, social promotion was the 
norm in schools across the country (Hacsi 2002).

Social promotion spread quickly during the early 1900s for sev-
eral reasons. Historically, socialization was still seen as the primary 
purpose of school, and keeping students in age-appropriate groups 
aligned with that view. More important, social promotion was not 
only easy to administrate: it also reduced costs. It can also be noted 
that other emerging trends in schooling, most notably the legal seg-
regation of that era’s schools and the then-new practice of academic 
tracking, gave districts options beyond retention to separate and sort 
students (Tyack 1974).

Opposition to social promotion grew slowly, beginning in the 
1950s. With the advent of the Cold War and through the early phases 
of global competition, academic achievement supplanted socializa-
tion as education’s primary aim, particularly during the science 
and mathematics boom of the post-Sputnik era (Kliebard 2004). 
By the 1970s, many urban districts, including those of New York 
City, Baltimore, Washington, and Philadelphia, were attempting to 
eliminate social promotion with efforts that included reinstating 
standard tests (Hacsi 2002). The publication and popular reception 
of A Nation at Risk in 1983 helped spark widespread support for 
standards-based reform in education (McGuinn 2006), and eliminat-
ing social promotion quickly became a part of the larger reform 
movement. Politically, efforts to end social promotion enjoyed wide, 
bipartisan support. The death of social promotion was declared in 
1998, when President Clinton called for an end to the practice in the 
State of the Union address (U.S. DOE 1999).

Although there had always been objections to social promotion, 
its long-time popularity and widespread use are attributable not only 
to its low cost and ease of implementation but also to the perceived 
ineffectiveness of high-cost alternative programs—particularly when 
social promotion is compared with the practice of retention (Hacsi 
2002). A number of landmark studies from the late 1980s and early 
1990s explore the effects retention has upon students (Alexander, 
Entwistle, and Dauber 1994; Lorence et al. 2002). Although the stud-
ies document some short-term benefits enjoyed by retained students, 
the high financial costs associated with retention and the lack of 
long-term benefits (retained students are much more likely to drop 
out before finishing high school than are socially promoted students) 
have led to conclusions that neither social promotion nor retention 
is an acceptable educational practice (Rotherham 2002).
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The Rise of Modified Grading Practices
Unsurprisingly, districts seeking alternatives to social promotion 

and retention would continue to search for and experiment with 
low-cost solutions to high student failure and attrition rates, and the 
recent trend of schools or districts instituting modified grading pro-
grams is likely a result of those efforts. The most popular form of 
minimum grading attempts to address the problems associated with 
students who post catastrophically low grades in their first-quarter 
grades. In place of a punishingly low first-quarter grade, any grade 
below a certain threshold is administratively raised to a determined 
minimum, usually set at 50. Although the student still receives a fail-
ing grade, the assigned minimum grade leaves open a better oppor-
tunity for the student to ultimately pass the course.

Although minimum grading is often applied at the macro level 
by adjusting quarter or term grades, ZAP programs are almost always 
applied at a micro level by adjusting individual grades assigned 
within a marking term. ZAP programs look to mediate the severe 
and often-unfair skewing of quarter or term grades that one or two 
low outlying grades can create. Often, the outliers consist of zeros 
assigned for missing work (Guskey 2004a; Reeves 2004).

ZAP programs are based on the philosophy that missing or fail-
ing work should be redone until the student demonstrates a minimal 
level of mastery. Thus, rather than assign minimum grades in place 
of low outlying grades, teachers record “incompletes” and provide 
students the opportunity to make up the assignments. The make-up 
sessions are often held after school or on weekends in what some 
teacher-resource Web sites have called “no-zeros detentions” (Bafile 
2008). In the most extreme forms, ZAP programs require students to 
re-do any failed assignments, at which point students are assigned a 
passing grade—creating a scenario in which (theoretically) failing a 
course becomes impossible.

Both minimum grading and ZAP programs often meet resis-
tance. Critics object to minimum grading on ideological grounds; 
they claim the practice falsely rewards underperforming students 
with unearned grades. Teachers who resist implementing ZAP pro-
grams object to the added time and effort needed to deal with the 
increased make-up work. In broader terms, the popular press has 
characterized both minimum grading and ZAP programs as “no-fail 
grading” (Miller 2009) and as an attempt to reinstate social promo-
tion (Texas Insider 2009).
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Do Modified Grading Practices Result in Social 
Promotion?

It is easy to see why minimum grading and ZAP programs are 
often compared to social promotion. All three practices look to medi-
ate student failure, attrition, and dropout rates, and each does so, not 
by improving instruction, restructuring curricula, decreasing class 
sizes, or providing early or special intervention for at-risk students, 
but rather by modifying traditional student grading and assessment 
processes in ways that try to influence student emotions and expec-
tations—all in an attempt to increase student motivation.

The focus on the affective component of grading is based on the 
long-held (Dewey 1922), widely accepted (Bandura 1997), highly 
developed (Covington 1992), and largely intuitive idea that how 
students feel about school and schooling strongly influences their 
willingness to engage in academic activities. Critics claim that how 
students feel should be a secondary concern when assigning grades, 
and many objections to modified grading can be explained in terms 
of that one major ideological difference.

Opponents of social promotion (and by extension, modified 
grading plans) believe the practice gives students a falsely optimistic 
view of their abilities. They believe that promoting students to levels 
beyond their abilities only frustrates already-struggling students and 
produces classes where teachers “teach down” to the skill levels of 
underprepared students at the expense of students with grade-appro-
priate skills (Lorence et al. 2002). Opponents contend that social pro-
motion and other associated practices lower expectations and that 
students lose an important incentive to work if they know they will 
be passed along anyway (Frey 2005; Friess 2008b). Critics of those 
practices contend that social promotion devalues the meaning of a 
diploma and violates the inescapable obligations of the school under 
the social contract: to bear witness relative to grading students and to 
certify that students are properly prepared for productive pursuits in 
either the workplace or higher studies (Phelps 2009; U.S. DOE 1999).

Although the similarities between those three affective-centered 
strategies may lead to conclusions that rejecting one necessitates 
rejecting all three, a closer look at the differences among social pro-
motion, minimum grading, and ZAP programs may lead to a differ-
ent conclusion. Specifically, when discussion turns to maintaining 
appropriate student expectations, care must be taken to avoid reduc-
ing expectancy theory to simple, one-dimensional statements about 
preventing school from becoming too easy.
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Achievement Motivation, Self-efficacy, and Student 
Expectations

Expectancy theory is well developed and well researched, and it 
has been a widely accepted part of motivation theory for more than 
forty years; however, the truism that students are less motivated by tasks 
they perceive as easy to perform makes sense only when expectancy 
of success is paired and balanced with incentive. Atkinson’s theory of 
achievement motivation realizes that balance by positing that an indi-
vidual’s behavior results from the individual’s subjective expectations 
of attaining a particular outcome and the personal perceptions of the 
value one attaches to the particular outcome. In Atkinson’s model, the 
value associated with the outcome has an inverse relationship to the 
expectancy of success. Thus, succeeding in a task perceived as easy 
carries little satisfaction, while completing a more difficult task is often 
more highly valued (Atkinson and Feather 1966).

An individual whose tendency is to approach success will pre-
dictably undertake tasks in which the uncertainty of the eventual out-
come is greater. Although easy tasks could guarantee success, they 
usually carry little incentive. Importantly, tasks perceived as too dif-
ficult are likewise avoided, even though they may offer the greatest 
incentives. Those predictions align with popular views that individu-
als naturally choose tasks that are optimally challenging—neither too 
hard nor too easy—and many recommended classroom practices are 
based on those views (Kohn 1993). Research performed by Atkinson 
and others long ago corroborated many of those predictions.

To the extent that schools constrain students by assigning tasks 
and limiting choices, it becomes important for teachers to maintain 
an environment where schooling remains optimally challenging—nei-
ther too easy nor too difficult. Thus, “no-fail” practices, such as social 
promotion or the more-extreme implementations of the ZAP program, 
could lower expectations and, in turn, lower achievement motivation.

At the same time, teachers must avoid placing students in situa-
tions where successfully completing curricular goals becomes hope-
less. Students who lack any reasonable perception of personal control 
over the eventual outcome of their efforts will predictably (and inde-
pendently of teacher or school expectations) adjust their personal 
expectancies downward. They will become less interested, less active 
in worthy pursuits, and more susceptible to adopting “deviant routes” 
toward desired goals—paths that come with their own difficulties, 
which often heighten the feeling of helplessness (Lefcourt et al. 1979).

Assigning catastrophically low grades, especially early in the 
school year, can trigger such defensive and often self-destructive 
responses in students (Covington 1992). The emotional nature of 
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assigning and receiving grades means that a single catastrophic fail-
ure can suddenly stop even motivated and engaged students (Carifio 
and Rhodes 2002). That aspect of expectancy theory is too-often 
ignored in one-dimensional calls to keep standards high. It is also 
the scenario that judicious use of minimum grading is designed to 
address. Paramount in successfully implementing minimum grading, 
therefore, is correctly determining the proper minimum threshold 
for assigning grades.

Defining a Zone of Proximal Development
In Fair Isn’t Always Equal, Wormeli contends that student grades 

must align with “clear and consistent evidence” of student perfor-
mance (Wormeli 2006, 32). When a student’s performance is incon-
sistent, averaging often results in a grade unfairly skewed by one 
or two outlying performances. Although judiciously using minimum 
grading could address that scenario, advocates of minimum grading 
differ in their recommendations of what constitutes an appropriate 
threshold. It should be noted that such recommendations are made 
in a complete absence of research. Much of the literature supporting 
minimum grading cites the works of Thomas Guskey (1994; 2002; 
2004b; 2006), who since the early 1990s has written eloquently and 
compellingly against using zeros in grading. Yet even Guskey stops 
short of recommending minimum grading, admitting he knows of no 
studies that explore its effectiveness (Friess 2008b). Thus, proponents 
who argue for appropriate minimum thresholds must invariably use 
hypothetical situations rather than actual data (Guskey 2002; Wormeli 
2006). Such thought exercises have led Guskey to suggest 50 as an 
appropriate threshold, while Wormeli makes a convincing case for 
60. In practice, the popular press has carried reports of schools using 
assigned thresholds as high as 70 (Montgomery 2009).

Any school concerned that minimum grading might reinstate 
the undesired effects of social promotion would likely choose the 
lower threshold of 50, but does that threshold give students hope 
they can pass? A student assigned a 50 in the first marking quarter 
would need to average a 70 in each of the remaining three quarters 
to pass a year-long class, requiring an unlikely 20-point improve-
ment between marking terms. Likewise, a student assigned a 50 in 
the first quarter of a half-year course would need to post an even 
more unlikely 80. Realistically, it would seem most students who are 
“gifted” a quarter grade of 50 are still likely to fail the course.

At the same time it should be remembered that the stated goals 
of minimum grading are not to pass students who would other-
wise fail but to mediate the effects of unfair skewing caused by low 
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outlying grades and to keep hope alive in ways that keep students 
engaged and motivated. Will assigning a minimum grade as low as 
50 accomplish those goals? In the absence of research, the answer 
to that question can only be grossly inferred from motivation theory. 
Specifically, Bandura’s model of self-efficacy may hold some clues. 
Self-efficacy is defined as belief in one’s own capabilities to effect 
necessary actions required to attain desired goals (Bandura 1977a). 
Bandura describes self-efficacy as a major predictor of how much 
effort an individual will expend toward attaining a goal and how 
long the effort will be sustained (Bandura 1977b).

A central tenet of Bandura’s theory is that most people tend 
to overestimate their own capabilities slightly. Far from providing 
individuals an unrealistic and falsely optimistic outlook, that trait 
is necessary if they are ever to aspire to goals that lie just beyond 
their immediate reach (1994). Bandura’s view aligns with Vygotsky’s 
construct of the zone of proximal development, described as the dif-
ference between what a learner can do without help and what he 
or she can do with help (Karpov and Haywood 1998). Although, 
realistically and rationally, the possibilities of passing a course after 
receiving a quarter grade of 50 are small, the perception of students 
(and teachers) may be that the probabilities fall within this proximal 
zone, particularly if the student receives support. The result can be a 
more-engaged student and a more-honest effort.

Even efforts that still result in failure are much-different experi-
ences from the sudden and complete cessation of effort that punish-
ingly low grades typically foster. Students and teachers benefit by 
being spared the increase in disrupting discipline problems often 
associated with disengaged students. More important, those students 
build resilience in dealing with rejection and failure that Bandura 
sees as critical (1997). It is more than a truism that failure can teach 
as much as success. Students who sustain effort, even in failure, 
are more likely to see failure as part of the learning process; they 
will indeed learn from their mistakes when the failure is not crush-
ing (Roediger and Finn 2010). Those individuals come to view set-
backs as cues to exert more effort and to engage in better strategies 
(Bandura 1994). Such experiences are missing, and those traits are 
unlikely to be developed, either when “no-fail” practices are sup-
ported or when students are placed in situations of hopeless failure.

Conclusion
The possibility exists that many students may be struggling not 

so much with content as with the grading and assessment system. 
Unchanged for nearly a century, the traditional grading scheme was 
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instituted when only an advantaged few students were expected to, 
or allowed to, advance to the higher levels of learning. One large 
failing of common grading practices is their inability to account for 
teachers’ needs to manage their classrooms and motivate their stu-
dents (Brookhart 1994). Traditional grading does not so much ignore 
motivation theory as much as it simply predates it.

Struggling students are often labeled as “uninterested” or “lazy,” 
yet the problem may be not so much students’ lack of motivation but 
instead too much motivation in the wrong direction. Various models of 
motivation, including achievement motivation, locus of control, attribu-
tion theory, self-worth theory, and self-efficacy, all predict that common 
grading practices, such as grading for effort, using grades as rewards 
and punishments, and assigning punishingly low grades, often both 
encourage and produce results opposite from those intended. Such 
practices can invoke the same self-destructive behaviors educators are 
trying to mediate (Carifio and Carey 2009; Covington 1992).

Educators and policymakers would do well to consider current 
models of motivation when developing and assessing grading strate-
gies. We should not let educational reform and No Child Left Behind 
blind us to the fact that the social and emotional outcomes of educa-
tion are as important (if currently unmeasured) as the academic out-
comes. They also need consideration in setting policies and adopting 
practices.

In the end, the many problems faced by our public school will not 
be solved by making simple choices but will instead come through a 
combination of many reforms and interventions, the shape and form of 
which remain largely unclear. In the meantime, schools will continue 
to struggle with failure and attrition rates. As resources for improv-
ing instruction, restructuring curriculum, decreasing class sizes, and 
instituting special-intervention programs become increasingly scarce, 
schools will continue to experiment with low-cost solutions such as 
social promotion and modified grading practices. Of those practices, 
judicious use of minimum grading seems based more soundly in edu-
cational and psychological theory, easiest to implement and adminis-
ter, and more effective in a wider variety of ways. Minimum grading 
is an exemplar practice of the emerging movement and culture of 
compassion, forgiveness, and hope in our schools that will help our 
students become better students, adults, and citizens in the long run.
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