
The Hidden Costs of Marks-Only Education
 Marks-only education creates an accounting illusion.

 The report card records what children have gained: marks, ranks, and admissions. 
It does not record what they may have paid to achieve them? The surrendered sleep, the 
silenced questions, the competitive friendships, abandoned interests, or how devastating 
it can be when self-worth is attached to a number.

 The costs accumulate quietly, often becoming apparent only years later. However, 
what marks define looks more immediate, visible, and celebrated. 

What Is the First Hidden Cost?

 When marks become the dominant measure of success, children begin to confuse 
performance with identity.

 A disappointing result means, “I am not intelligent enough,” and not “I have not 
understood this yet.” It deprives children of developing the crucial Growth Mindset they 
need to thrive in today’s world. 

Even high-achieving children can become dependent on repeated external validation, 
afraid to attempt anything in which success is uncertain.

 Both of these reactions prime fragility in children. They learn to perform within 
predictable conditions, but not necessarily to understand themselves, recover from 
failure, or navigate a reality without answer keys.

What Happens to Relationships?

 Ranking communicates that success is scarce.

 When a position depends on performance, everyone else becomes a competitor, 
and peers don’t feel human. Children hide confusion, withhold help, and compare 
constantly. Group assignments might still happen, but genuine collaboration that 
requires vulnerability, disagreement, shared ownership, and empathy becomes difficult.

 The hidden cost is not simply unhealthy competition. It is the loss of belonging 
and the inability to experience oneself as part of a larger whole: “me versus the world” 
instead of “me and the world.”

What Does Marks-Only Education Take From Learning?

 Children become skilled at recognising familiar patterns, retaining content, and 
reproducing it under pressure. These abilities have value, but they are insufficient to 
thrive in times of complexity.

 What remains unmeasured starts to fade and these are the elements that expand 
the child’s being and prepare them to deal with uncertainty. Skills of wonder, authentic 
reflection, self-awareness, ethical judgement, empathy, and the desire to contribute 
seem like an extra in the process. 

 Adolescence, the prime time for forming identity, relationships, and developing a 
sense of purpose, becomes organised almost entirely around examinations and 
coaching.

 Some children become anxious overachievers. Others protect themselves through 
apathy: “Why should I care about learning when learning does not seem to care about 
me?”

 A systematic review found consistent evidence linking academic pressure with 
adolescent depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts or behaviours. The WHO 
identifies suicide as the third-leading cause of death among 15–29-year-olds. Journal of 
Affective Disorders World Health Organization.

What Does Whole-Child Learning Restore?

 Whole-child learning refuses to let marks define the entire meaning of education 
for children. 

 It doesn’t do so at the cost of academic rigour but instead, focuses on the 
development of human potential.
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At Sparkling Mindz - 

 • Learning Sprints build mastery while rubrics and reflection make progress visible  
  without reducing the child to a score. 

 • The Year of Discovery, post 10th grade, protects space for identity, strengths, and   
  interests.

 • Empathy House rebuilds relationships and belonging. 

 • Through P2P Labs and City as a Learning Lab, children apply knowledge to   
  complex realities, collaborate across differences and experience contribution.

 • Research grounded in Self-Determination Theory shows that autonomy,    
  competence and relatedness support deeper motivation, persistence and    
  wellbeing. Self-Determination Theory

 • Marks tell us how a child performed in one moment. The hidden curriculum tells   
  the child who they are, how to see others, and what learning is for. That is the cost  
  education cannot afford to leave unexamined.
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