
P E R S P E C T I V E S

A
t the end of each term or 
grading period, teachers are 
frequently approached by 
students asking: “What can 

I do to raise my grade?” They per-
ceive that if justice is applied, they 
will get a poor grade, and they are 
asking for mercy. A justice-oriented 
teacher is likely to reply: “You will 
get the grade you deserve—based on 
the quality of your work for the 
class.” Students in church schools 
who view the teacher as a model of 
Christian behavior come away from 
this encounter with a perception of 

God as One who sternly administers 
justice.  

On the other hand, a mercy-ori-
ented teacher is likely to reply: 
“Here are a few things that you can 
do to raise your grade.” Students 
come away from this encounter with 
a perception of God as Someone 
who can be manipulated into grant-
ing favors.  

After a few of these encounters, 
both teachers and students come to 
dread the grading process. While 
teachers must adhere to grading 
policies set by their school adminis-
tration, conference, or state, they 
can make decisions regarding how 

best to apply these policies. How 
can a Christian teacher balance both 
justice and mercy appropriately in 
grading?  

Many teachers and students have a 
negative view of assessment-related 
activities such as assignments, quiz -
zes, exams, and grades. Many teach-
ers feel frustrated during as sessment 
activities and guilty after completing 
them. Similarly, there are students 
who do not think the assessment-re-
lated activities are fair and do not see 
any benefit from them—they think 
such activities are handled vindic-
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tively and with little mercy, viewing 
them as extrinsic motivators.1  

In order for classroom assessment 
and grading procedures to be posi-
tive, fair, and accurate, teachers need 
a new framework to inform their as-
sessment practices. In this article, I 
propose that teachers in Christian 
learning environments discover prin-
ciples to use as a basis for their as-
sessments and grading that are based 
on how God uses assessment—how 

should be used in decisions related 
to assigning grades. Many of the 
grading decisions that are informed 
by assessment data will be exam-
ined, and principles will be sug-
gested that can be used to guide 
these decisions.2  

Justice is maximized if grades are 
based on appropriate data that can 
be used, with a minimum level of 
subjectivity, to measure students’ 
achievement or performance related 
to clearly specified, appropriate out-
comes, objectives, or standards. 
Mercy is maximized if assessment is 
conducted during the learning proc -
ess to aid learning, and grading deci-
sions are based on data collected in 
a way that takes into consideration 
individual differences and circum-
stances.  

Many times, teachers will over-em-
phasize the justice aspect of grading 
to the detriment of mercy or vice 
versa. The goal of this article is to 
suggest principles that will enable a 
teacher to maximize both justice and 
mercy in the grading process. 

 
How God Uses Assessment  

It is clear from Scripture that God 
does not avoid assessment (Genesis 
1; Psalm 19:2-24; Romans 12:1-8). 
The decisions God makes related to 
human salvation will be based on 
His assessment of how each individ-
ual has met the “criteria” specified 
in Scripture. While there may be dis-
agreement over what the criterion or 
criteria might be, it is clear that God 
does not make salvation-related de-
cisions in a casual, subjective, or 
non-documented manner. Seventh-
day Adventists believe that human 
beings who are saved will spend the 
millennium reviewing God’s records 
to confirm that salvation-related de-
cisions were made appropriately 
(Daniel 7:22; 1 Corinthians 6: 2, 3; 
Revelation 20:4, 6). It is not clear 
what types of data are contained in 
the “book of life,” but it appears as 
if the data are the bases for God’s 
decisions—and after examining 
these records, the righteous will con-

clude that God is just and merciful.  
Teachers should not view evalua-

tion and assessment as activities to 
be avoided if possible. Evaluation 
and assessment of students’ knowl-
edge and skill levels provide them 
with objectives for their specified 
fields of study and for living as pro-
ductive citizens, and equip teachers 
with information about how well 
students are meeting objectives. Fail-
ure to appropriately assess and eval-
uate increases the possibility of 
sending into society individuals who 
are ill-prepared to effectively serve 
and unlikely to succeed in life. Since 
important decisions are made based 
on how well students are meeting 
the objectives of the class or school 
in which they are enrolled, it is im-
portant that evaluation and assess-
ment be done in an appropriate and 
defensible manner. 

The following section describes 
ways in which God handles assess-
ment in salvation-related decisions 
and provides examples of how teach-
ers might model their assessment-re-
lated decisions on how God acts in 
similar situations. These examples are 
shared with the understanding that 
teachers and students are human be-
ings, born in and shaped by sin 
(Psalm 51:5), and even with careful, 
consistent, and thorough application 
of the principles of God’s kingdom on 
earth, failure frequently occurs (Ec-
clesiastes 7:20). And although falling 
short of the ideal is inevitable, there 
is assurance that grace and mercy 
abound even more when teachers 
and students follow the command of 
the Master Teacher, Jesus Christ, to 
forgive each other (Micah 7:18, 19; 
Ephesians 4:32). 

  
God Uses Appropriate Standards  

1. God uses a criterion-referenced 
standard. We are saved by grace 
through faith alone (Ephesians 2:8). 
This standard is one that all can 
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He deals with humans when making 
salvation decisions related to them.   
I will propose a framework within 
which assessment can be positive for 
both teachers and students. This 
framework will include suggestions 
for balancing both justice and mercy, 
and it will also recommend broad 
principles that can be applied by 
teachers in their assessment planning 
and decisions. I will primarily focus 
on one assessment task—how data 
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meet. God does not use a norm-ref-
erenced standard (grading on the 
curve). People are not given eternal 
life just because they are closer to 
the standard than other people. Our 
confidence in being saved should not 
be based on comparing ourselves to 
others. 

 God does not hesitate to save if 
the standard is met (e.g., a faith rela-
tionship with Jesus Christ). Likewise, 
teachers need not hesitate to give “A” 
grades to all students if they all meet 
the standard set for them (e.g., work 
completed on time, high scores on 
tests and assignments, etc.).  

Norm-referenced grading is seldom 
an appropriate way to grade (2 Cor -
inthians 10:12; Galatians 1:10; Gala-
tians 6:4). God does not grade off the 
best (highest-scoring) person who 
has performed the most good works 
(Romans 11:6; Galatians 2:16) when 
making salvation-related decisions. 
Likewise, the standard human teach-
ers set for meeting class objectives 
should not depend on the perform-
ance of the highest-scoring student.  

2. God clearly specifies the stan-
dard He will use for salvation deci-
sions. Salvation is a gift (Ephesians 
2:8, 9). However, to receive that gift, 
one must believe in God (Acts 16:31), 
accept the gift (Romans 10:9), and 
embrace the principles of God’s king-
dom (Exodus 20:1-17; Matthew 22:  
36-40).  

Teachers should make it clear to 
students what they are expected to do 
to meet the objectives of the class. 
Students should not be surprised 
when they see course content and 
test questions, or when they receive 
their grades. 

3. God does not use different 
standards for different people (Ro-
mans 3:23). All humans are saved 
by faith and faith alone. How faith 
is evaluated for people with differ-
ent backgrounds and cultures will 
be understood only after the Second 
Coming.  

Teachers should not have differ-
ent standards for different students 
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unless it is determined (by the 
school) that a student is unable to 
meet the specified standard, in 
which case a documented adjust-
ment of the standard (e.g., an Indi-
vidualized Education Program) is 
made for that student. God uses 
abundant mercy throughout the 
learning and assessment process, 
which may vary from person to per-
son, but He does not adjust the stan-
dard for the final salvation-related 
decision: It is a gift (Romans 8:1-4). 
It is best for teachers to use mercy in 
setting an appropriate standard that 
can be met by all students.  

4. God uses appropriate data as the 
basis for salvation decisions. He bases 
His salvation decisions on data that 
are recorded and will one day be ex-
amined (Revelation 20:1-15). The 
book of life contains data that God 
will use to make salvation decisions. 
During the millennium, the redeemed 
will examine this data to confirm that 
correct decisions were made.3  

Teachers should keep careful 
record of their assessments and as-
sign grades based on recorded docu-
mentation. They should not hesitate 
to explain to students or parents the 
reason for the grades given, based on 
the recorded documentation. 

5. God does not base salvation de-
cisions on limited, selective data (Rev-
elation 20:12).4 It appears that the 
book of life contains many entries for 
each person (Revelation 20:1-15). 

It is beneficial for teachers to as-
sess outcomes from different per -
spectives (e.g., self-assessment and 
teacher assessment). Teachers should 
not shy away from conducting fre-
quent assessments. It is usually not 
advisable to base grades solely on as-
sessment done at one point in time 
(e.g., a single exam at the end of the 
grading period).  

6. God does not consider partici -
pation or involvement in learning-en-
hancing activities as a basis for sal -
vation decisions (Romans 3:20-30; 
Romans 11:6). He uses the outcome 
that occurs as the result of the activi-

Faith

Grace



ties or the motivation behind the ac-
tivities. For example, God does not 
consider how often a person prays 
but assesses the motivation or result 
of the prayers (the person’s relation-
ship with Him). God encourages 
prayer, but prayer (e.g., works) with-
out the resulting faith (relationship) 
is not sufficient (Ephesians 2:8).  

There are many actions (activities) 
that teachers want to encourage or 

pages read for outside reading, the 
students could be graded on the 
quality of a written assignment (e.g., 
an essay) based on the reading. How-
ever, in some classes, such as a 
music ensemble or physical educa-
tion class, participation in the activi-
ties could be considered to be an ap-
propriate proxy for the actual 
learning that is occurring. 

7. God does not consider “irrele-
vant” behaviors (e.g., grammar, vo-
cabulary, status, etc.) present in the 
assessment (Psalm 51; Matthew 11: 
 28; John 6:37). He listens and re-
sponds to the motivation and results 
of the prayers of the faithful without 
considering the sophistication of the 
prayer.5  

Teachers should not take off points 
for “style” if this is not an objective 
of the course. In most subjects or 
classes, spelling and grammar are not 
part of the instruction, and therefore 
should not be considered in grading 
the student’s written work. In some 
cases, however (e.g., composition 
and language-arts classes), they are 
appropriate to consider in grading 
since attention is given to them as 
part of the instruction. In other cases, 
these elements may be required, but 
not used for grading. 

8. God does not include how hard 
a person tries (effort) in the salvation 
decision (Isaiah 64:6; Romans 3:10). 
Jesus said that people will not be 
saved based on their having done 
wonderful works in His name (Mat -
thew 7:21-23).  

Teachers should encourage and re-
ward effort, but not by including ef-
fort in grades. Grades should be based 
on the degree to which the standard 
has been met by students based on 
the level of instruction provided to 
help them meet the outcome.  

9. God does not allow “extra credit” 
to compensate for failure to meet the 
criteria. When the rich young ruler 
asked Jesus what he could do to be 
saved (requesting something to do for 
extra credit), Jesus just rephrased a 
previously stated required criterion 
(Matthew 19:16-22).  

By definition, extra credit requires 
doing something that is not one of 
the regular stated assignments of the 
course. There is room in the lesson 
plan or syllabus for assignments that 
provide opportunities for in-depth 
study or additional practice to build 
skills. Good teachers will build 
mercy into the class plan so there is 
no need to adjust it for selected stu-
dents at the end of the course. To 
call these assignments “extra credit” 
is misleading and gives students a 
false sense of mercy. These assign-
ments should help students reach 
the standard rather than take the 
place of reaching it. Grades, then, 
should only be based on achieving 
the regular stated outcomes, not on 
additional things that can compen-
sate for not having met the standard 
requirements. 

10. God does not make a single sal-
vation decision for all persons in a 
human being’s group—family, house-
hold, or friends (Ezekiel 18:20; Ro-
mans 14:12; Matthew 10:34-37).  

While teachers may use various 
types of group work (e.g., collabora-
tive learning, cooperative learning, 
problem- or project-based learning, 
etc.) to enhance the learning of each 
student, whenever possible the eval-
uation used for grading should be 
conducted for each student sepa-
rately. 

 
God Uses Continuous Data Collection  

1. God does not use intermediate 
(formative) assessment data for final 
salvation decisions. He uses interme-
diate assessments in our daily life, in-
cluding assessing and responding to 
how we deal with trials and tempta-
tions, to guide us; but failure to meet 
the standard (not having faith) at 
these times is not counted against a 
person who at a later date meets the 
standard (has faith). As a result, God 
assesses both during and at the con-
clusion of each person’s life (1 John 
1:9; Philippians 1:6).  
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require that are needed or helpful for 
learning. These include things such 
as class attendance, participation, 
outside reading, or going on field 
trips. Although worthy and helpful 
activities, unless performing them 
produces the actual outcome desired, 
only the learning that results from 
the activity should be used for grad-
ing. For example, rather than grading 
on the time invested or number of 
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Mercy

Justice

It is best for teachers to use many 
or most quizzes and daily assign-
ments as formative learning activities 
and not as measures of final, sum -
mative evaluations of learning for 
grading. Long-term projects and term 
papers should have formative check -
points along the way to ensure that 
the learner is moving in the right di-
rection and to correct his or her 
course before the project or paper is 
completed. 

2. God does not use surprise 
measurements for final decision 
making (John 5:24; Ephesians 2:8, 
9; Acts 4:12). He bases salvation de-
cisions on an assessment of each 
person’s relationship with Christ at 
the end of his or her life, not at 
some unannounced point prior to 
that time.  

Teachers should not use surprise 
quizzes for grading purposes. If 
unannounced quizzes are given, they 
should be used for learning purposes 
(formative assessment). Assessment 
activities used for grading purposes 
should not surprise students in terms 
of either the content or the timing of 
the assessment. 

3. God establishes a reasonable 
deadline for meeting the criteria 

(Luke 23:39-43; 2 Peter 3:9). He gives 
us our whole life to meet the criteria 
for salvation.  

Teachers should set reasonable 
time deadlines for meeting class out-
comes that can be met by most, if not 
all, students. Deadlines should be set 
up in a way that allows all students 
to have sufficient time to complete 
the activity or assignment. All dead-
lines should be clearly announced 
and adhered to (justice) but docu-
mented extenuating circumstances 
might create a need for the deadlines 
to be extended (mercy). 

4. God does not allow for evidence 
to be submitted after the deadline. 
After the close of probation for each 
individual, no new data will be ac-
cepted. (e.g., Matthew 25, parable of 
the 10 virgins). God’s mercy has limi-
tations.  

Teachers should not hesitate to an-
nounce to students that deadlines 
will be adhered to (unless there are 
extenuating circumstances). 

5. God does not take off points 
(lower the person’s grade) for “late 
submissions.” Satisfactory evidence 
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of meeting the standard at the last 
moment (e.g., the thief on the cross 
in Luke 23:39-43) is considered suffi-
cient for obtaining eternal life. But 
God does set deadlines beyond 
which it is not possible for His mercy 
to be extended (the close of proba-
tion).  

It may be appropriate for teachers 
to not accept work after a stated 
deadline (with appropriate applica-
tion of mercy in extenuating circum-
stances), but seldom advisable to 
lower the student’s grade (take off 
points) for late work. If a student has 
achieved 100 percent mastery of the 
subject, but after the deadlines set by 
the teacher, a grade of “B,” “C,” or 
“D” as the result of points deducted 
because of when the assignment was 
turned in, this would not be appro-
priate—only a pass/fail grade should 
be given in this situation, or an “A” 
(the requirements were met) or an 
“F” (the evidence for learning was 
submitted too late). 

 
God Uses an Appropriate Blend of        
Justice and Mercy  

It is common for students to feel 
that the grade they received was not 
“just” but based on something other 
than their actual level of learning. To 
be “just,” the grades students receive 
should reflect only the extent to 
which they have met the stated out-
comes of the course. It is also com-
mon for students to feel that their 
teacher gave too much mercy (usu-
ally to other students) and/or too lit-
tle mercy (to themselves). While 
most teachers want to exhibit mercy, 
many of them lack clarity over 
where and when mercy should be 
applied. Teachers need to seek to 
apply an appropriate blend of justice 
and mercy.  

1. The bases for God’s decisions 
combine justice and mercy (Psalm 
145:8, 9; Romans 8:1-4). A clear stan-
dard is set and adhered to (justice), 
but mercy allows sinful persons to 
meet the standard (with Christ’s 
righteousness), and God is patient 



when human beings do not initially 
meet the standard, actively working 
through His Spirit to bring them to 
salvation.  

2. God uses mercy at appropriate 
times (Luke 23:34; 2 Peter 3:10) and 
in appropriate ways. There are two 
main ways God uses mercy prior to 
the final salvation-related decision: 
(a) the continual pleading of the 
Holy Spirit to draw us to Him (John 
6:44), and (b) by patiently welcom-

during instruction, teachers can 
modify the lesson plan or specific 
assignments to meet the needs of 
each student. Second, during assess-
ment, teachers can modify the pro-
cedures used in order to meet the 
needs of each student (while still 
maintaining justice by using the 
same criterion as for the grade). For 
example, students with English-lan-
guage deficiencies might be allowed 
additional time to take an examina-
tion, or all students might be al-
lowed to redo an assignment or re-
take an alternate form of a test. 
Third, in awarding grades, the   
standard used for grading could be 
adjusted to make allowances for   
unforeseen circumstances. For exam-
ple, a teacher might have initially set 
the standard for an “A” grade to be 
90 percent. But if severe weather has 
caused school to be closed for many 
days that could not be made up,   
the standard could legitimately be 
lowered (mercy), and applied to all 
students (justice). 

3. God does not distribute mercy 
selectively—it is freely given to all 
(Genesis 18; Jonah 4:2; Romans 3:22-
24).  

Students frequently ask teachers 
for mercy at grading time. If teachers 
believe that mercy is justified, the 
condition of the mercy bestowed 
should be extended to all students. 
Modification of a standard due to ex-
tenuating circumstances should not 
be extended only to selected stu-
dents. 

Common ways in which justice is 
not achieved in assessment would be 
when teachers use varying criteria 
for different students or offer alter -
native ways to demonstrate achieve-
ment only to selected students.  
Com mon ways to show mercy in as -
sess ment would be to allow alterna-
tive ways to demonstrate achieve-
ment or to allow students multiple 
attempts to demonstrate mastery. 
But the alternative ways available 
and the opportunities for multiple at-
tempts should be documented, an-
nounced, and available to all stu-

dents6 to ensure justice. 
4. God does not respond to plead-

ings for mercy after the close of proba-
tion (Revelation 20:11-15; Revelation 
22:11). 

A common way in which mercy is 
misused is when a teacher changes 
the grade of a student based on evi-
dence not derived from his or her 
achievement, such as the student’s 
pleading for a higher grade because 
he or she has to complete the class 
as a prerequisite or needs a higher 
GPA to graduate or gain admission to 
another school, because of being ill 
or injured at the time an exam was 
given, or to avoid an unpleasant con-
frontation with his or her parents. 
Mercy can be shown in these circum-
stances in other appropriate ways 
(e.g., allowing students to take a 
rescheduled exam) rather than by 
simply changing the grade, which 
does not ensure mastery of the con-
tent. The goal must be to ensure that 
at the end of the course the student 
has acquired the information and 
mastered the skills mandated in the 
syllabus. In areas such as healthcare, 
failure to ensure mastery could be a 
matter of life and death as students 
begin working with patients.  
    5. God combines both mercy and 
justice when dealing with individual 
circumstances (Genesis 18; Jonah 
4:2). Because of sin, humanity was 
destined for eternal death (justice). In 
this sinful state, reaching God’s stan-
dard is impossible; however, He pro-
vided a substitute (Romans 8:1-4)    
so that the standard could be met 
(mercy), and because of this, all have 
the promise of eternal life.  
    Not allowing assessments to be 
redone might be justice but would 
not show mercy. Allowing assess-
ments to be redone based on the 
whim of the teacher, or only for se-
lected students, would be merciful, 
but not just. Allowing assessments 
to be redone as a matter of normal 
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ing us when we come to Him, ex-
tending to us His long-suffering na-
ture, not wanting any to perish (2 
Peter 3:9).  

Mercy should be given during the 
learning process or in deciding on 
the type of assessment, not after the 
final evaluation of the learning (e.g., 
grading). 

There are three main times when 
teachers can use mercy appropri-
ately in grading. First, before and/or 
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procedures for all students combines 
justice and mercy. 
 
Conclusion 
    Assessment and grading proce-
dures are complex, requiring many 
decisions related to the content, tim-
ing, administering, and interpretation 
of the information gathered and used. 
In all of these decisions, an appropri-
ate blend of justice and mercy should 
be applied. 
 
Justice 
    Grades should be based solely on 
assessment of relevant data, as-
signed and assessed using appropri-
ate procedures. They should also be 
based on data that are collected with 
a minimum of bias, using multiple 
measurements whenever possible, 
with achievement measured at the 
conclusion of instruction. Appropri-
ate criteria for grades should be 
clearly specified. 
 
Mercy 
    Mercy should be shown during as-
sessment by allowing multiple at-
tempts or alternative assessments to 
demonstrate mastery, using assess-
ment conducted during learning to 
assist learning rather than for grading 
decisions, and making adjustments 
for individual differences in the as-
sessment process. 
 
Blend of Justice and Mercy 
    As mercy is extended, care needs 
to be given that justice is not com-
promised. And likewise, as justice is 
adhered to, care needs to be given 
that mercy is not compromised. As 
each assessment and grading deci-
sion is made, the appropriate blend 
of justice and mercy needs to be 
considered. 
 
Application 

In assessment and grading, a 
wide variety of options are available. 
The appropriateness of each assess-
ment and grading option varies by 
class, by teacher, and by student. It 
will be helpful if teachers in each 

school or school system, both indi-
vidually and collectively, evaluate 
the examples and principles men-
tioned above, and determine the ap-
propriateness of each assessment 
and grading option for their local  
situation—their classes and their 
students. Discussing the appropri-
ateness of these options with col-
leagues, will help teachers develop 
skill in applying the characteristics 
of good assessment and better un-
derstand how assessment can be 
used to model the principles of 
God’s kingdom in their individual 
situation. ✐ 
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tures of every person (Psalm 139:16); every 
word uttered (Matthew 12:16); and service 
(Matthew 6:10; Hebrews 6:10). 

5. God asks for a contrite, earnest spirit. 
Also, in Steps to Christ (Mountain View, 
Calif.: Pacific Press, 1892), page 93, Ellen 
White counseled that “Prayer is the opening 
of the heart to God as to a friend.” 

6. Procedures for dealing with individ-
ual exceptions, students in need of special 
accommodations for learning, and emer-
gencies as they relate to assessments 
should be clearly documented and ex-
plained to students (e.g., define how mercy 
will be applied), and these procedures 
should be applied equally for all students 
and carefully documented (to ensure jus-
tice). It is important to note that accommo-
dations or modifications to the curriculum 
that allow learners with learning disabili-
ties to meet the standard should not alter 
curricular content, change what is to be as-
sessed, or give an added advantage. These 
modifications allow students to meet the 
standard by learning how to work with 
their challenges. For more information, see 
National Center for Learning Disabilities, 
“Accommodations for Students With LD” 
(2019): http://www.ldonline.org/article/ 
 8022/.
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