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Good grades aren’t what 
they were in school 

BY DAVID COHEN 
For Workplace News 

 
Recently, the world received 
some surprising news. In the 
2004 U.S. presidential 
campaign, one of the two 
candidates got really bad 
grades at his Ivy League school. 
The shocker: the candidate with 
the lesser set of gentlemen's C's 
was not President Bush but 
Senator Kerry. 

What is it about high grades and 
expectations? We're 
programmed to think that the A 
student has all the potential in 
the world, but does the myth 
stand up to scrutiny? In my 
experience, too many schools 
and too many corporations rely 
on high grades – whether in 
classrooms or performance 
reviews – as the chief 
measurement by which they 
make very important people 
decisions. The problem is 
simple. As philosophers, 
psychologists and advertisers 
throughout the ages have 
noted: perception and reality 
become one and the same. 

When I have worked on 
selection systems at top 
organizations, I have always 
been baffled by the tendency to 
believe that elite schools and 
higher grades correlate to 
intelligence and capability as an 
employee. In fact, there is no 
correlation. Drawing on my 

background as an educator, we 
have known since the mid-
1960s that students who are 
told they are not capable begin 
to believe they are not. This is 
the case even when their IQs 
exceed those of more privileged 
students. 

In the corporate world, the 
correlation between high grades 
and success has a lot to do with 
social environment. Students 
who obtain good grades often 
come from higher income 
families that support education. 
Those students are frequently 
encouraged to get into better 
classes and better universities, 
which in turn leads to better 
work opportunities. 

Given the system, it is no 
wonder that employees who 
receive outstanding 
performance reviews believe 
they are also “entitled” to 
promotions. But in the real 
world, testing well does not 
always indicate actual 
performance levels in a different 
role or circumstance. On the 
other hand, people who don’t 
test well for promotion may still 
be very good at the role they are 
currently in. But the biases of 
the testers invariably undervalue 
those employees. Not only do 
they get turned down for 
promotion, raises and 
development opportunities – the 
primary way we reward and 
acknowledge people today – but 
they end up either overlooked or 
poorly treated. Frustration 
results. Those who aren't let go 

as a matter of course, in 
whatever downsizing is taking 
place, lose their motivation or 
leave voluntarily. 

In my view, this is a wasteful 
practice that depreciates an 
organization’s people resources 
– not because it misses top 
talent but because it fails to 
value average talent. Let’s be 
frank. Despite a world that 
wants everyone to test high, 
most of us fall somewhere in the 
middle. Very few people get to 
be leader of a company, let 
alone a country. Is there 
anything wrong with this? 
Organizations only function 
because diligent, hard working 
experts do what they do well on 
a daily basis. A truly valuable 
employee is not the one who 
tests well but the one who 
demonstrates the skills, 
knowledge and behaviours 
required for their roles. Being 
high potential should not be 
entitlement to promotion.  

Through experience, I believe 
the A student mentality of 
entitlement is deeply entrenched 
in today’s organization. But for 
those organizations interested in 
a new source of competitive 
advantage, I would like to make 
the following suggestions for 
how we assess and “grade” 
people. 

Stop using the terms A and B 
players, and replace them with 
“role experts” and call top 
performers in their current role 
“keepers” or “core employees.” 
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Reinforce the fact that 
outstanding performance in your 
current role does not equate to 
high potential or promotion; it 
means you’re good or excellent 
at what you do. 

Teach genuine high potentials 
that their journey to a new 
position takes time and 
successful development for 
skills, knowledge and 
behaviours they currently do not 
demonstrate. 

Understand that true high 
potential needs to be proven on 
the job. 

Stop using education levels and 
grades as a measurement of 
potential or part of the hiring 
process. 

Stop equating success, even 
excellence, in the current role to 
“high potential.” 

Provide meaningful learning 
opportunities, 
acknowledgement, and positive 
feedback to employees who are 
your consistent performers in 
their current roles, your 
“keepers” or “core players.” 

While I was enroute to four 
graduate degrees, my 
grandfather was fond of telling 
me that they were nothing but a 
“corporate union card” to get in 
the door of some business or 
organization. I didn’t believe him 
then, but I do now. It’s what you 
do inside that door that really 
counts. Let’s celebrate the 
successes that really matter – 
the ones people get on the job 
because they apply their 
learning, develop their 
knowledge and consistently act 
with the desired behaviours, 
while achieving the desired 
results. Those people who might 
not have a formal degree but 

have earned one through the 
“school of hard knocks.” 
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