
 
 

 

2025 Volume 1 Issue 1 

What Students Never Learn in a Grade-Focused System 
DR. JASON V. ANG 

School of Teacher Education, Biliran Province State University, Naval, Biliran 6560, Philippines 
Corresponding email: jason.ang@bipsu.edu.ph 

 

Across classrooms in the Philippines, students are raised in a system that 

teaches them one thing above all else “your grades define your worth”. From an early 

age, children are taught to aim for high marks, not for the sake of learning, but for 

validation, recognition, and survival. Every quiz, project, and final exam becomes a 

battle for approval. But in this race for numbers, something vital is quietly lost, the real 

purpose of education. Instead of nurturing curiosity, critical thinking, and self-

discovery, the system molds students into silent competitors, scared to make mistakes 

and too tired to wonder why they’re even learning in the first place. 

 

The harsh truth is that many students aren’t learning, they’re complying. They’re 

memorizing facts, not understanding them. They’re perfecting test-taking strategies, 

not life skills. In Zamboanga, where poverty, family responsibilities, and underfunded 

schools are daily realities, the pressure to perform academically becomes unbearable. 

Baquiran (2019) proved that academic pressure has a significant influence on 

adolescents’ problem behavior. In addition, Jiang et al. (2022) stated that  teenagers 

with poor academic performance are vulnerable to peer pressure in the campus 

environment, and they are prone to feelings of inferiority, anxiety, and fear in their 

studies.  A student working part-time to support younger siblings can’t always ace a 

math test. A teenager walking kilometers to school every day won’t always submit 

perfect assignments. But the system doesn’t see this. It only sees numbers and it 

punishes those who fall short, regardless of their fight. 

 

What’s even more damaging is the mindset this system creates. Students begin 

to believe that failing a test means they’re failures as people (Mora et al., 2019). They 

learn to equate low grades with low potential. It kills their confidence and fuels toxic 

competition. Instead of lifting each other up, students compete for validation, too 

scared to fall behind. Cheating becomes common not because students are dishonest, 

but because they’re desperate (Pasion et al., 2023). The classroom turns into a 

battlefield, not a space for growth. And in the process, essential lessons, resilience, 
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empathy, collaboration, self-awareness are never taught. These are the skills that 

matter in life, yet they’re invisible in a system that only rewards perfection. 

 

According to Acosta (2023), students internalize academic setbacks as 

personal inadequacies, leading not only to stress but also to a diminished sense of 

self-worth. The system doesn’t just push them to do better—it convinces them they 

are only as good as their last score. As their natural confidence and joy in learning 

erode, fear of judgment takes its place. And if education continues to prioritize 

numbers over nurture, then we must ask—what kind of future are we really preparing 

our youth for? 

 

In the end, the grade-focused system produces students who know how to pass 

but not how to think. It creates graduates who are afraid to try new things, unsure of 

their identity, and disconnected from their passions. We need to break this cycle. 

Schools must start valuing growth over grades, effort over outcome, and learning over 

ranking. Teachers must be empowered to see students as people, not just performers. 

Until we shift our mindset, the most important lessons will remain the ones we never 

teach. 
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