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Grades 
Versus Feelings
August 14, 2026

In the 1960s, MIT introduced a 
“Pass or No Record” system for the 
first semester of freshman year. The 
idea? Help students adjust to greater 
workloads and “variations in academic 
preparation and teaching methods.”
You’d think that letter grades themselves would help 
students adjust by providing information about how 
well they are learning and adjusting — assuming that 
the grades are at least a roughly objective indication of 
mastery not yet rendered useless by grade inflation.

Some universities let first-semester freshmen convert 
a poor letter grade into a pass/no credit “grade.” Only 

a few have sweepingly replaced letter grades with the 
pass/no credit system in the first semester.

Now University of Michigan has joined those few. 
One reason: to “curb the mental health 
crisis unfolding.”

Why not at least make the pass/no credit “grade” 
optional for the sake of students who do want 
their academic achievement to be more specifically 
recorded on their transcript?

Well, this would “defeat the purpose of facilitating 
students’ transition to campus.” See, if “covered 
grades are optional, covering [hiding] an individual’s 
grades will inadvertently become equated with 
[their] not doing well in a class.”

Sounds like a reason for keeping letter grades. And 
what if the mental problems persist into sophomore 
year? Junior? Senior?

The mental health of some students may be a 
problem. But it won’t be fixed by hiding the evidence 
of how well they’re doing academically. Or by being 
systematically unfair to the best students.

This is Common Sense. I’m Paul Jacob. 
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https://thisiscommonsense.org/2026/08/14/grades-versus-feelings/
https://registrar.mit.edu/classes-grades-evaluations/grades/grading-policies/first-year-grading
https://thehill.com/homenews/education/6014903-university-of-michigan-to-nix-letter-grades-for-many-first-semester-students/

