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The Cost of Unconditional Praise 

  In today's society it has become increasingly common to raise children in an environment 

with not only unconditional love, but also unconditional praise. So common in fact, that 

Edmonton public school board has adopted the practice, creating an official policy to ensure 

students' success, whether deserved or not. The effects of raising a child in this environment 

reaches out to touch every aspect of their life and the lives surrounding them. The use of 

unconditional praise on a young child fosters a sense of entitlement, which then grows with the 

child. Having never had to exert oneself during activities or be required to perform even 

particularly well, yet to be showered with praise creates a privileged attitude. The economic 

impacts of these attitudes are especially felt by employers as the children mature into young 

adults entering the work force, where poor work ethics coupled with an unrealistic view of the 

world generates strain on professional relationships. These attitudes also lead to monetary loss 

from a wasted attempt at post-secondary education and can cause their parents' retirement to 

become delayed.  

 Edmonton Public School Board's No Zero Policy forbids a teacher from giving a zero for 

any assignment, no matter how poorly done it may be, or even if it is not handed in. This policy 

was constructed because school board members thought that zeros drag down a student's mark to 

the degree that they will become discouraged. So rather than forcing the students to take 

accountability for their actions, they put the No Zero Policy in place. Ken O'Connor a great 

advocate for the No Zero Policy, states that "In high school… students who have given up often 

have discipline problems." (personal communications, 2013). Trying to avoid these behavioral 

problems the school board issued a quick fix. They did not dig deeper to the root of the issue and 
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ask why students become discouraged so quickly, or why the students believe it is not necessary 

to hand in every assignment. Had they, they would have surmised that being raised from a young 

age in an atmosphere of unconditional praise causes a lack of responsibility and poor work ethic. 

Many students today have been raised in such an environment, teachers are struggling with the 

abundance of these attitudes and are turning to anything that may help (Hilchey, J., 2013). By 

creating this policy, they only ended up reinforcing the behaviors behind the problem. 

 Through the exploration of the No Zero Policy, it was discovered each school is paid 

$750 for every course that each child completes (Davey, T., 2013). Completes, meaning they 

must pass with at least a 50%. Only a few unhanded in assignments, or a few zeros, an average 

student can be in danger of not passing, and the school not receiving the money, even though 

they have already spent much to educate the student. It is impossible to force a student to care, 

the best an educator can do is offer encouragement. So why should the schools have to suffer 

economically for the student's complacency? The policy inadvertently served to protect the 

schools' bottom line from irresponsible and deeply unmotivated students. 

 The No Zero Policy has ramifications not only within the school system, but the 

workforce as well. The economic effects of the attitudes created by unconditional praise are far-

reaching and many large corporations are facing new, unforeseen challenges. The real question 

that must be asked is how this generation of unconditionally praised youth will alter current 

businesses and the global economy as a whole. After conducting interviews with employers and 

business owners, a pattern in their responses started to emerge. Employers are growing 

increasingly frustrated with young adults who have a poor work ethic and a strong sense of 

entitlement (Allan, G., (2013); Zons, K., (2013)). Many young employees ask themselves "'What 
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do they want me to do, and what do I get for doing it?'", (Kohn, A., 1994) before completing 

tasks assigned to them, if the answer to "what do I get for doing it?" is not good enough, they 

will perform the task inadequately. Even if the incentive is good enough to motivate the youth, it 

has been proven in over a dozen studies that "people expecting to receive a reward for 

completing a task (or for doing it successfully) simply do not perform as well as those who 

expect nothing" (Kohn, A., 1994). Employers are eventually forced to fire the young adults, due 

to the lack of internal motivation and ineptly completed work. This all ends up costing the 

company the amount of money, time and resources spent on the training of the employee, as well 

as any money the employee may of lost through their incompetence. 

 The issues faced by employers are also causing concern within post-secondary 

institutions; students are not able to function at the level required. The rate of post-secondary 

drop-outs has been increasing over the past years, one study found that in Canada, 15% of 

students have dropped out since 2005 (Millar, E., 2007). It was determined "Students who 

dropped out were already struggling in their first year with deadlines, academic performance, 

and study patterns.", (Millar, E., 2007) due to the fact that “Learning strategies develop early, 

often before starting postsecondary education.” (Millar, E., 2007). Along with the rates of drop 

outs, the cost of a post-secondary education has been growing. The expense of post-secondary 

education can be justified by the degree received, unless the student gives up before achieving 

their degree. When children are raised with unconditional praise, poor habits are instilled within 

them, which then follows the children throughout their lives, onto post-secondary, often causing 

them to struggle and drop out. These events end up costing the student the price of tuition, 

associated educational expenses and lost wages during that period. 
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 The burden of these young adults being fired and dropping out of post-secondary, falls 

not only onto them, but often onto their parents. Many young adults live at home until they 

obtain a job and can save enough money to get their feet under them. If they are unable to hold a 

job they will remain living at home and put a large financial strain on their families;  "For the 

parents, it can ultimately mean delayed retirement" (Marr, G., 2012). 

 The effects on the economy due to unconditional praise, demonstrates that raising 

children in such an atmosphere, may not be in the best economic interests of the child or society, 

in the long run. Although the No Zero Policy unintentionally protected the schools, the 

underlying issue was not addressed, instead it was fortified by the policy. As the children mature 

into young adults, the issues of a decreased work ethic, lack of accountability, and internal 

motivation has damaged the finances of countless companies as well as individuals. The price of 

ineffective employees, a wasted attempt at post-secondary and prolonged time living at home 

weighs upon the young adults, their families, and also many business owners. It can be 

concluded that unconditionally praising a child is not a wise economical strategy. It appears that 

in the best interests of the economy, children should be offered unconditional love, not 

unconditional praise. Praise when praise is due encourages a child, but does not teach them to 

rely upon a reward as motivation. Rather it cultivates an internal inspiration, the desire to try 

their hardest and to achieve greatness, then comes from within. 

(1199) 

Reflection 

Group Dynamic 
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When we had originally started the project our group was quick to come up with an idea, we got 

to work researching and conducting interviews right away. Only after we were fairly invested 

into the project was it made clear to us that each student must have an individual lens. I have 

always been interested in different cultures so I naturally gravitated to cultural perspectives in 

my early research. When we finally ended up selecting our individual lens one group member 

chose the scientific one because she had done a large amount of research previously that was 

relatable, but before I could ask to for the cultural lens another member called "dibs". I did not 

protest too strongly because up until that point the group had been working well together and had 

had no conflicts, so I chose to go along with it and not disrupt the group dynamic. I did end up 

struggling a bit because I was not as passionate about the economic lens, but after eleven years of 

school I have learnt that sometimes you have to invest your time and efforts into areas that you 

may not be too fond of. The fourth group member ended up with ethics because the other lenses 

were not too relatable. I feel bad for her; I know it has been difficult for her to find a lot of 

pertinent information. 

At the beginning of the project we had struggled to determine times to meet. All of us are very 

busy and have large time commitments to sports or other extracurricular activities, so finding a 

time when we could meet was a bit challenging, however, everyone did their best to rearrange 

their schedules and it ended up working out really well in the end. At the beginning we struggled 

with our meetings because we had not planned ahead of time what we wished to accomplish.  

This lead to a few ineffective meetings. It quickly became apparent that we needed a better plan 

so we started to communicate over Facebook before each meeting to discuss what we would be 
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accomplishing and what each member needed to bring. We accomplished way more work this 

way. 

Another concern was that one member was extremely eager and tried to do way more that her 

fair share of the work. Which may seem like a good attribute of a group member at first glance, 

but it soon became difficult for the rest of us to find a niche to fill within the group. The three of 

us often felt as though we had to compete with her to complete our fair portion of the project. At 

times she would become really controlling and we would have to remind her that it is a group 

project and that everyone's ideas are valid. 

Overall, the issues we faced as a group were minimal and I believe that we created a product that 

we can be proud of.  Not everything went perfectly but that will only prepare us for life outside 

of high school.  We adapted situations that were not working and learned to utilize each person's 

strengths.  

My Personal Views 

When I first began my research into the economic factors of this issue I discovered that it was 

hard to find data that was accurate about the expense of ineffective employees. This is due to the 

emerging role of technology, as the effectiveness of technology grows so does profit. Companies' 

profits are ever increasing because of the efficiency offered by technology, it was only in 

interviews that it was made clear that companies are actually currently losing money, even 

though their overall profits are raising. 

Speaking as a teenager currently in high school, my first reaction to the No Zero Policy and the 

concept of unconditional praise was one of pure approval. To do no work but to be rewarded is 
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essentially every teenagers dream! When I took a step back and considered the issue from a 

mature,  academic viewpoint, I began to see the drawbacks and limitations. I came to realize that 

although the No Zero Policy and unconditional praise may raise my high school marks it can 

negatively impact my work ethic and, therefore, my ultimate success. This matter caused me to 

think about my own life. I have realized that any success I have had in my life can be directly 

traced back to the values and work ethic that my mom has instilled in me. The exploration of this 

topic has led me to have a greater respect for the intricacies of raising a child. Years down the 

road when I have my own children I will be sure to raise them with lots of love and support, but 

to only give praise when it is due. 

(797) 
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Appendix A.1 

1. Can you state your: Name, occupation, and qualifications? 
 He has asked to remain anonymous, and to not share his company's name 

2. What are your thoughts as not only an employer, but a parent on practices such as 
schools 'no-zero policy' and athletics participation awards? 
Well I guess I can combine, if that's okay, a number of different perspectives as an employer, as 
a parent for the last 16 years, and as a teacher as well. But I am not a proponent of the no zero 
policy. I mean I do believe that, as put in my response to your first question that, everyone 
should succeed, and everyone can be a winner, but that's a privilege it’s not a right. It's your 
reward for doing your part, for showing up, for giving an authentic effort, for giving more 
sometimes than you take away. If on the other hand you maybe don’t show up or you don't put in 
the effort then frankly you deserve a zero. And if that means athletically you don’t make the 
team, if it means in the workplace you lose your job, or if in school it means you fail a math class 
because you didn't do what's required then I guess that's a learning experience that you have to 
accept and then move on from, and I know this is a controversial question but I think that would 
be my best response to the issue. 

3. Have you personally been affected, witnessed, or maybe heard of the effects of these 
practices? Can you give an example?  
Um, yes I see it in the workplace, maybe not so much here, but perhaps more in the clients that I 
serve. Within my team there are very senior, accomplished, well-paid young executives who 
have earned their stripes, have experienced ups and downs, gotten zeros, and are in a better place 
because of that. But I have employers amongst my customer base that share with me that 
younger workers, for lack of a better word,  are coming to work with this sense of entitlement 
because they think and are conquering that maybe they’ve just been promoted along without 
frankly having to earn their position. So that's um something that my customers, who are 
employers, are telling me. What we do in an effort to consciously get around this floating 
through your career and not putting in an effort in the workplace attitude is we are very rigorous 
in our recruiting process. We recruit by references, through evidence that good work and hard 
work and results are something you’re known for. These are critical to earning an opportunity to 
work for a company like [He has asked for his company's name to remain anonymous]. It's just 
today's youth in there can add contributions to their communities, to leadership, to sports and 
they’re going to stand out. The task is upon me and other potential employers to validate whether 
it is the case that they are good workers. I’m sorry I don’t know if I really answered that question 
all that directly. 

4. How do you believe this mindset is going to affect young people as they enter the global 
community as adults? Why do you think that? 
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Yah this ‘no zero policy’ mindset well if you’re moving to adulthood and into the community I 
think young people today are aware that success is dependent upon the quality of their 
relationships. The relationships that you have not only with family members, and community 
members, and colleagues, but relationships are hard work. And if in your formative years you 
maybe didn’t learn how to work very hard, you may find it very difficult to maintain these 
relationships. I think we see that in today's society through our divorce rates and stuff, I suggest 
that it is in part because of the hard work they are higher now than they have been in the past 
because the consequences of inaction, or not caring, or not putting as much work as you should 
into the relationship is them dissolving.  I also think that because ‘no zero policies’ and similar 
practices have been in place for quite some time we are seeing in the workplace more colleagues 
having to tap into stress days, having challenges with multi-tasking, which honestly is a part of 
what we do at work. We’re on a conference call, while preparing for the next meeting, while 
deciding how to deal with customer x. Being able to handle multiple jobs at once is part of the 
job and the stress on those that can’t manage this is increasing. We’ve also seen an uptake in 
mental health issues, and I’m very proud to work for a company that invests very heavily in 
helping us practice, and maintain good mental health. And my personal feeling is that it is in part 
because of this no zero policy attitude that a lot of people just don’t have that ability to deal 
properly with stress. And I also think that as they enter into the workplace if you have the ability 
to bounce back from failure, from zeros, that would be essential. And if you can bounce back and 
persevere that's is in my view really a true measure of one's ability to demonstrate leadership, 
commitment, and ultimately be successful. 

 

Appendix A.2 

Summary: At the end of each school year the school is given money for the next year based on 
the amount of credits earned by the students during the previous year. Each credit is $150, other 
than some courses which can be more. Most classes are worth 5 credits (such as math, sciences, 
social, english, ect.). To get the money the student have to have attended at least 50% of the 
lessons and passed the course. If either or both is not true then the school does not receive it's 
money. The amount of courses and the students that pass them determines the budget for next 
year. A student that does not pass does not affect themselves (budget wise) but instead the next 
year's students. 

 

Appendix A.3 

Thank you for your e-mail. I am pleased and impressed that you have chosen this topic because 
the use of zeros in a system where grades are based on percentages is morally and ethically 
unacceptable.  Giving zeros/allowing students to ‘take a zero’ is the opposite of the 
accountability and responsibility that we want students to develop because the zero lets students 
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‘off the hook’ and basically says “OK, now you don’t have to do it.” Real accountability and 
responsibility is “it has to be done” because it is important assessment evidence without which I 
cannot accurately determine your grade. 
  
For the above reasons and because every expert on assessment and grading supports a no zeros 
approach I am surprised you could not find information supporting such an approach. 
  
Here are some resources for you: 
 

A rough copy of part of my book “A Repair Kit for Grading: 15 Fixes for Broken Grades 
 
Fix 12 

Don’t include zeros in grade determination when evidence is missing or as punishment; use 
alternatives, such as reassessing to determine real achievement, or use “I” for Incomplete or 
Insufficient Evidence. 

  
Most state standards in mathematics require that fifth-grade students understand the principles of 
ratios—for example, A is to B as 4 is to 3; D is to F as 1 is to zero. Yet the persistence of the 
zero on the 100-point scale indicates that many people with advanced degrees . . . have not 
applied the ratio standard to their own professional practices. (Reeves, 2004, pp. 324–325) 
  
Grades are broken when zeros are entered into a student’s academic record for missing evidence 
or as punishment for transgressions. When combined with other evidence, the resulting grade 
does not accurately reflect student achievement. There are several fixes for the use of zeros in 
grades—by far the best is the use of “I” as a final grade, indicating Incomplete or Insufficient 
Evidence, but as transitional approaches or in situations where calculation ”rules,” acceptable 
alternatives are the use of equal difference scales or the use of a “floor” score that makes a 
percentage scale an equal difference scale. 
            Zeros most commonly are found in teachers’ gradebooks when students fail to submit 
required assessment evidence, such as turning in assignments. They are also sometimes used for 
serious behavioral infractions such as cheating. There are three fundamental problems with 
zeros: 
  
·      Zeros give a numerical value to something that has never been assessed, and therefore has 
no basis in reality. 
·      They can have counterproductive effects on student motivation. 
·      They involve inappropriate mathematics. 
  
            But the most important issue is that zeros in the record render grades ineffective as 
communication. 
            Assigning a zero to something that has not been seen compromises the accuracy of the 
grade and does so to an unknown extent. Such misinformation can only lead to poor-quality 
decisions about students and their learning. 
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            Regarding motivation, as soon as students have more than one zero they have little 
chance of recovery, increasing the likelihood that they will give up. In high school for some 
students this can happen as early as the end of the first month of the school year, effectively 
rendering the remainder of the year a waste of time, at least from a learning perspective. One 
potential side effect is that students who have given up often have discipline problems. The other 
motivational problem is that students who are not concerned about grades are willing to “take a 
zero” and are thus not held accountable for their learning. We are faced with the irony that a 
policy that may be grounded in the belief of holding students accountable (giving zeros) actually 
allows some students to escape accountability for learning. 
            The mathematical problem with zeros is that they represent very extreme scores and their 
effect on the grade is always exaggerated. As we have established, this is not acceptable. 
            The best alternative to the use of zeros is the use of an “I” for Incomplete or Insufficient 
Evidence. When desired evidence of student achievement is missing, teachers decide whether 
they have sufficient evidence to determine a grade and if they do not, assign an “I”. Guskey and 
Bailey suggest that this “is both educationally sound and potentially quite effective” (2001, p. 
144). One reason is that it clearly places the responsibility where it should be—with the student. 
It is the student’s responsibility to produce sufficient (but not necessarily all) evidence required 
so the teacher can make a valid summary judgment. It is extremely important that 
schools/districts have this option available to teachers on each report of student achievement, 
including the final report card. The “I” has the same impact as an F (in high school = no credit), 
but it accurately communicates what the problem is. Another benefit is that while zeros can 
doom students to failure very early in the school year, an Incomplete can always be made 
complete (sufficient). Schools/districts need to have clear procedures and timelines for students 
to move from an “I” to a letter grade that accurately represents their achievement. This is a 
positive, supportive approach that is likely to be much more effective in promoting further 
learning than is the negative and punitive impact of zeros. 
            For consistency across curricula, the specific policy adopted should be developed at the 
school/district level. Teachers may then apply the policy in the manner best fitting their 
classrooms. Given that many schools/districts are still in transition to a full standards-based 
approach and still have grading policies that require calculation (often including the use of 
percentage scales), we also must consider alternatives to zeros in those situations. 
            Zeros are generally used in grading scales that have unequal differences in the points on 
the scale so that an included zero has a disproportionate effect. The most commonly used grading 
scale is A = 90–100 percent, B = 80–89, C = 70–79, D = 60–69, and F = below 60 percent. In 
this scale there are 11 points for an A, 10 for each of B, C, and D, and 60 points for an F. The 
problem with using this scale, and three possible solutions, are illustrated in Table 4-1. This 
student was supposed to do five assessments but does only four; his grades are A, B, C, and D 
(represented by midpoint percentage scores in Column 1) on the four assessments and a zero for 
the assessment he does not submit. The mean for the four assessments he did is 80 percent—a B, 
but the zero lowers the mean to 64 percent—a D, a drastic reduction caused by the range for an F 
being approximately six times greater than the range for the other grades (Column 2). 
Alternatives appear in Columns 3 and 4 (Equal Difference Scales) and in the bottom row 
(Median). Using the 5-point scale in Column 3 results in a summary grade of C; this is still lower 
than the mean of this student’s scores but is a more reasonable summary of his achievement. 
Column 4 turns the percentage scale into an equal difference scale by having (almost) the same 
number of points for each grade level, using a floor of 50 percent. (Instead of recording a zero 
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for missing evidence the teacher would record a score of 50 percent. This symbolic percentage is 
chosen to equalize the points per grade; it does not mean that students have mastered 50 percent 
of what is expected; it means that if students actually attempt an assessment and receive a failing 
percentage grade it must be recorded as a percentage between 50 and 59.) The third alternative 
appears in the bottom row—use the median instead of the mean. Note that each alternative 
results in a grade of C. (For further information about alternatives to zeros see Guskey, 2005.) 
 

Appendix A.4 

Further to your inquiry, please see my responses below in Blue.  
I hope that you find my answers useful, and feel free to contact me for any clarification required.  
Good luck with your studies! 

1.What is your name and occupation? 
My name is Kristine Zons and I am the Manager of IT Education at Miller Thomson.  The firm is 
a national law firm with eleven offices across Canada which has approximately 450 lawyers and 
770 support staff members. 
2.May we quote you in our paper? (To be read by Cambridge University) 
 Yes.  
3. Have you noticed a change in productivity, work ethic or accountability in young employees? 
  Yes, unfortunately I have seen a decrease in work ethic and accountability in young employees 
arriving at the firm.  For many of them, this is their first experience in the work force following 
high school or a one or two year college program.  As a national law firm we work with a 
number of colleges that offer programs for individuals wanting to begin a career as a Legal 
Assistant or Paralegal and we accept students for an 8 week practicum study.  Unfortunately, 
there are a few trends that seem to be emerging in the young adults coming to the firm.    

1. Not adhering to the work hours and break policies set out by the firm.  In addition, 
presuming that continually being 10 minutes late is "not a big deal" and should have no 
negative impact on their future with the firm.  

2. Close is good enough attitude.  Attention to detail, exact and precise work product is of 
utmost importance in the legal industry and to Miller Thomson.  Sloppy and careless 
work product is not acceptable or tolerated on any task that is required.  The disbelieve 
that they must re-do or correct the work is evident by their physical and sometime vocal 
reaction.  

4. Have you received any indication that these behaviors are due to children being raised in an 
environment of unconditional praise? Yes. During their training and probation period with the 
Firm, new users are closely monitored and I have heard comments such as "this is way harder 
than it was in school", "what do they expect, it to be perfect", and "they are document nazi's 
here".  

5. How has your company suffered? 
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There have been a number of consequences the firm has felt as a result:  

1. Loss of Financial and Time Investment.  The cost of recruiting, on boarding and training 
a new employee is significant and when a position needs to be re-filled the cost is 
amplified.  

2. Finding suitable candidates has become much more difficult and as a result, lawyers may 
need to share or operate without assistance for a longer period of time.  

3. Succession planning as the work force ages and the experienced and senior staff members 
begin to plan for reduced work hours or retirement the younger generations must gain the 
"hands on" work experience which only comes from working in the industry for a 
number of years. 

 
 
  
 
  

 
 

 

 

 

 


