
The Power of Having Students Re-Do Disappointing Work 
(Originally titled “Redos and Retakes Done Right”) 
 In this Educational Leadership article, consultant Rick Wormeli makes the case 
for having students regularly re-do below-mastery assignments and tests (whether caused 
by poor understanding, insufficient effort, or plagiarizing) until they meet high 
expectations. As it is, many teachers give low grades for poor work and move on, which 
has a negative effect on motivation and future effort. “As hope wanes,” says Wormeli, 
“resentment builds. Without hope – especially hope that teachers see the moral, 
competent, and responsible self inside them, waiting to shed its immature shell – students 
disengage from the school’s mission and the adults who care for them. Our education 
enterprise is lost.”  
 Wormeli makes a strong case that do-overs are not a “soft” response to student 
failure. “The goal is that all students learn the content, not just the ones who can learn on 
the uniform time line,” he says. “True competence that stands the test of time comes with 
reiterative learning. We carry forward concepts and skills we encounter repeatedly, and 
we get better at retrieving them the more we experience them.”  
 Wormeli recommends the following steps for managing re-dos for maximum 
impact on teaching and learning: 
 • Replace the previous grade or mark with the most recent one – don’t average the 
two. “The A that a student earns on his fifth attempt at mastery is just as legitimate as the 
A earned by his classmate on the first attempt,” he says. 
 • Allow students to re-do only the portions of the assignment or test with which 
they had difficulty. 

• Have students submit the original attempt with the re-do and write a brief letter 
comparing the two and saying what they learned in the process. 
 • Reserve the right to give alternative versions of the assessment to be re-done. 
 • Tell students and parents that re-dos are permitted at teacher discretion; they 
can’t be taken for granted. 

• Require parents to sign the original, poorly-done versions of assignments so 
they’re aware that their children are being given multiple attempts to achieve the 
standard. 
 • Require students to submit a day-by-day plan of mastering the problematic 
material and provide evidence that they are working at it before attempting the re-do.  
 • If a student doesn’t follow through on promised relearning steps, require a letter 
of apology for breaking the trust.  
 • If two or three re-do attempts don’t result in mastery, pause for a couple of 
weeks to figure out what’s wrong – Inappropriate content? Lack of student effort? 
Insufficiently creative teaching? 



 • If the same student repeatedly asks for re-dos, something is wrong, says 
Wormeli. Perhaps the content is developmentally wrong, there are issues at home, or 
there’s an undiagnosed learning disability. 
 • Don’t use re-dos with all assignments and tests, only those most important to 
core learning objectives. 
 • Allow re-dos for students with Bs and Cs as well as students with Ds and Fs. 
“Why stand in the way of a student who wants to achieve excellence?” asks Wormeli. 
 • If there isn’t time for a re-do before report card grades are due, go with the 
current grade and allow the student to make up work in the next marking period and 
submit a grade change request. 
 • Consider a blackout period on re-dos just before report card time. “For eight 
weeks, you’re Mr. or Ms. Hopeful,” says Wormeli, “but for that one week, it’s OK to 
protect your sanity and personal life.” 
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