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Introduction
An academic appeal is a formal request for an institution to review a decision affecting a student’s
grade, progression, award, suspension, or academic status. Its purpose is not to guarantee a higher
result whenever a student is disappointed. It provides a controlled method for correcting procedural
error, miscalculation, bias, policy misapplication, or other circumstances recognized by institutional
rules. A fair appeal protects students while also protecting academic standards from informal
pressure. (American Association of University Professors)

The original essay responds to Brent Staples’s criticism of grade inflation and describes a personal
experience in which examination pages were not completely marked. That example shows why an
appeal mechanism is necessary. Instructors and administrative systems can make mistakes. At the
same time, Staples’s concern deserves attention: an appeal process can be misused as bargaining if
institutions fail to define valid grounds. Justice requires both accessibility and limits. (Kaplin)

Appeal Is Not the Same as Disagreement
A student normally cannot succeed merely by arguing that the work deserved a better grade.
Academic judgment belongs primarily to qualified instructors, subject to the institution’s policies. An
appeal asks whether the decision was reached fairly and accurately, not whether a second reviewer
personally would have awarded one extra point.

Common grounds may include an arithmetic or recording error, failure to mark part of the work, use
of criteria different from those published, unequal treatment, conflict of interest, discrimination,
procedural irregularity, relevant new evidence that could not reasonably have been submitted earlier,
or a penalty outside authorized rules. The available grounds vary, so a student must read the current
policy rather than assuming that every institution follows the same model.

The Personal Example of Incomplete Marking
In my first university examination, I received unexpectedly low results in core subjects despite strong
performance in assignments. Surprise alone would not have proved an error. The significant fact was
that a review revealed portions of the examination had not been marked. The board and instructors
corrected the omission. Without an appeal, an administrative or marking mistake could have affected
progression and possibly led to discontinuation.
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This experience does not prove that every low grade is mistaken. It proves that a system should
provide a verifiable route for checking whether all work was assessed and recorded. A review can also
confirm that the original result was correct, which gives the student a reasoned conclusion rather
than unresolved suspicion.

Grade Inflation and the Staples Critique
Brent Staples argued that colleges increasingly award high grades and described grievance processes
that can pressure faculty. The concern is not imaginary. If administrators reverse defensible
judgments simply to avoid complaints, grades lose meaning and instructors may preemptively award
higher marks. Students who accept honest feedback are then disadvantaged compared with those
who apply the greatest pressure. (Staples)

However, grade inflation and academic appeals are distinct issues. Inflation concerns a general
upward shift in grades, which may arise from competition for enrollment, teaching evaluations,
institutional incentives, or changing student preparation. An appeal concerns whether a particular
decision complied with rules. Eliminating appeals would not necessarily solve inflation, and preserving
appeals does not require converting them into grade negotiation.

Informal Resolution
Many concerns can be resolved first through a respectful conversation with the instructor. The
student should identify the specific item, calculation, rubric criterion, or policy rather than making a
general accusation. The instructor can explain the judgment, correct a clerical error, or clarify why the
work did not meet the standard.

Informal resolution should not be mandatory where the complaint involves harassment,
discrimination, fear of retaliation, or a conflict of interest. Policies should provide an alternative
contact in those circumstances. The institution should also prevent informal discussions from
consuming the formal deadline.

Filing a Formal Appeal
A formal appeal should be written, timely, and supported by evidence. Relevant documents may
include the syllabus, rubric, submitted work, feedback, examination script, email correspondence,
attendance records, medical documentation, and the decision being challenged. The student should
state the recognized ground, explain the facts, and request a remedy that the institution is authorized
to provide.

Emotion is understandable, but an effective appeal is factual and focused. Statements about being
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hardworking, popular, or usually receiving high grades do not prove procedural error. Likewise,
comparing a grade with a classmate’s is meaningful only if the work and circumstances are genuinely
comparable and the policy permits that evidence.

Timelines and Notice
Appeal deadlines protect finality and allow evidence to be reviewed while it is available. Institutions
should publish deadlines clearly and notify students of decisions and appeal rights. Deadlines should
also permit reasonable exceptions for hospitalization, inaccessible records, delayed notice, or other
circumstances beyond the student’s control.

The institution has duties as well. It should acknowledge receipt, identify missing information, explain
the stages, and decide within a reasonable period. An appeal that remains unresolved until the next
term can create financial, visa, enrollment, or progression harm even if the student eventually
succeeds.

Independent and Impartial Review
The initial instructor may respond to the appeal, but should not be the sole final decision-maker when
their own conduct is challenged. A department chair, dean, committee, or external assessor may
review the relevant issue. Reviewers should disclose conflicts and use consistent standards.

Independence does not mean substituting a committee’s academic opinion for the instructor’s without
grounds. The reviewer can examine whether the criteria were appropriate, the calculation accurate,
the procedure followed, and the judgment one that a reasonable qualified assessor could make. Some
institutions allow re-marking by another examiner, but the policy should specify whether the new
mark can rise, fall, or remain unchanged.

Procedural Fairness
Fair procedures give the student a meaningful opportunity to present the case and allow the
instructor or decision-maker to respond. The student should know the substance of adverse
information used in the decision, subject to privacy and safety limits. Reasons should be recorded so
that a later stage can understand how the conclusion was reached.

Representation rules should be clear. A student may be allowed an adviser, union representative,
advocate, or support person. The process need not imitate a courtroom, but it should be accessible to
students with disabilities, language needs, or limited familiarity with institutional systems.
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Confidentiality and Records
Academic records and appeal materials contain personal information. Access should be limited to
people involved in review, administration, legal compliance, or support. Committee members should
avoid discussing cases outside authorized settings. Decisions should be retained according to policy
so that recurring errors and consistency can be evaluated.

Transparency can be improved without exposing identities. Institutions can publish anonymized
statistics showing the number of appeals, grounds, outcomes, processing time, and common reasons
for correction. Patterns may reveal unclear rubrics, recording problems, inconsistent penalties, or
departments needing training.

Possible Remedies
A successful appeal does not always produce the highest grade requested. Remedies should address
the established defect. They may include correcting a calculation, marking an omitted section,
conducting an independent reassessment, permitting a replacement assessment, removing an
unauthorized penalty, reconsidering progression, or repeating a procedure with an impartial decision-
maker.

Where evidence cannot be reconstructed, the institution may need a proportionate alternative. The
remedy should avoid unfairly disadvantaging other students or granting credit for learning that was
not demonstrated. A reasoned remedy preserves both justice and academic integrity.

Responsibilities of Students
Students should read course and appeal policies, retain submitted work, meet deadlines, and
communicate professionally. They should distinguish hardship from a procedural ground and use
other processes—such as extenuating-circumstances or disability accommodations—where
appropriate. Fabricating evidence or intimidating staff is misconduct.

Students also have a responsibility to engage with feedback. An unsuccessful appeal can still identify
weaknesses in preparation, interpretation, or writing. The process should not prevent honest
reflection merely because the student hoped for a different outcome.

Responsibilities of Faculty and Institutions
Faculty should publish assessment criteria, apply them consistently, maintain records, check
calculations, and return useful feedback. Moderation and sampling can detect anomalies before
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results are released. Workload should be managed so that preventable marking omissions are less
likely.

Institutions should train reviewers, separate appeals from complaints where necessary, protect
against retaliation, and monitor consistency. They must also support academic freedom. A faculty
member should not be punished because a student dislikes a well-supported judgment. The
institution’s role is to ensure that judgment was exercised within lawful and published standards.

Appeals and Educational Trust
A credible system increases trust because both students and instructors know that mistakes can be
corrected through evidence rather than influence. It also reduces the temptation to resolve disputes
through social media, personal connections, or repeated informal pressure. A written process makes
authority accountable.

Trust is damaged when rules are inaccessible, decisions lack reasons, or outcomes depend on
persistence and status. It is also damaged when nearly every disappointing grade becomes a formal
challenge. The institution must communicate that appeals are serious safeguards, not routine
extensions of assessment.

Conclusion
Academic appeals are necessary because assessment systems are administered by people and can
contain errors, bias, or procedural failures. My experience with unmarked examination content
demonstrates the real consequences of leaving a mistake unreviewed. A fair procedure can protect
progression and correct the official record.

The value of appeal does not invalidate concerns about grade inflation or pressure on faculty. The
solution is a carefully defined process: valid grounds, timely filing, evidence, impartial review, written
reasons, proportionate remedies, confidentiality, and protection of academic judgment. When these
elements are present, the appeal is not cosmetic grade improvement. It is a mechanism of
educational justice and institutional learning.
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