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= B Faculty

The gentleman'C of a former day has now become the _
gentleperson B. Grade inflation has several causes and one is
student pressure: “Without an A in this course, I won't get
into medical school and there goes two millicn dollars in fyture
carnings.” This argument is typical of the climate for grading
o these day: Srading decisions are rarcly easy or comfortable to make -
"~ andare especially difficult for that incvitable number of students
-~ who scem always to be at o near the borderline batween A andB .

(or between A— and B+). Until a teacher has nict a “payroll”—

filled out a gradc‘.ihec;t—hé orshe has not come to ternys

with the realitics of the instructional process in a university.

. : . NO. 57

The standards of the teacher as to what signifies “excellent” APRIL 1976
performance are, perhaps, the most significant single micans by :

. which a teacher shapes the academic-values of a university. The
‘rescarch productivity of the faculty, variations in the SAT scores -
‘of the entering freshmen, the success of the athletic tcams, i
-and the quality of the performing arts are each important but none _

. can compare to the importance of the standards used by the “PERMISSION ‘70 'REPRODUCE - :
faculty when assigning grades to students. Right or wroné. thisis N 59:'3'5“&'3554‘32?5'2’;&% :‘ e
the collective means by which the faculty defines the quality ’ o

dimensions of our educational program. ‘7O ER:C AND ORGANIZATIONS OPERA

!NG UNDER AGREEMENTS WITH THE N
) . TIONAL INSTITUTZ OF EDUCATION
. . . . .. . FURTHER REPRODUCTION OUTSID
The mechanism of'gradmg has become a logistical ncecessity for : - THE ERIC SYSTEM .REQUIRES PERMI
( . ! . SION OF THE COPYRIGHT OWNER,
managing a large number of students moving through an R '
incredibly varied curriculum. The transcript of course credits
" . and grades is the accepted currency for the exchange of information
about levels-of-perfermance achieved by students. Due to
inflation, Pass/Fail grading and changing conceptions of gt_hding,
the meaning of this transcript information is blurred. Perhaps the
-traditional force of our grading system can be recstablished
through aggressive counterreaction by the faculty.-On the other
hand, we might consider redefining the function of grades,
althougl this is not likely to happen—at least not quickly. In the
meantime, cach teacher must exercise the responsibility for
-, evaluating students and these pages, thercfore, will review the issues
which are basic to the process of assigning a grade. ‘

THE TEACHER AT THE FIRST CHOICE POINT

Twelve years ago (Jan uaxji, 1964, Memo #4) Professor John

Milholland wrote our first Menio,on grédipg and described a

conceptual alternative that is still thz first choice point faced by the

teacher: to grade students in competition with one another

orin terms of how well they achicve the explicit standards set _ :
~_n.b_y_the_tcachcr,,,,,_.w‘_w_TJ_”_._..A,_.’_‘.‘_.'. T . S el
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Teachers are faced with two gen-
eral bases for grading: absolute or
relative standards. In ‘the first case,
grades are determined by the extent
to which students achieve certain
levels of performance. When -rela-
tive standards are used, a student’s
standing with respect to other mem-
bers of his class determines hlS
grade. o

The use of an absolute standard’
requires that a ‘tecsher formulage -

his major and minor nbjectives and
then- devise somce méuns of telling
when a student has achieved themn.

Years ago. resistance to grading on
the basis .of absolute standards
(often unrcasonable and idiosyn-
cratic) led to tie widespread prac-

tice of ¢ming welative standards.

. . . With absolute standards, the
performance of each student is

evaluated with respect to prede-

termined criteria, and, in theory,
it wauld be possible for every stu-
dene in a class to get an A, or at
«_ least an A or a B, Stadents could
feel irce to discuss the course with
cach or*er, to study together, and
to help each other learn, since they
wauld be in competition’ with the
professor’s scale and not with each
other. )

Most of the tempest and  turmoil
about umdmo in the 60's focused on
“the curve.” “Grading is an institu-
tion within an institution, a two-
pronged device to divide, by pitting
student against student, and to con-
quer, to raisc a cmhpctitivc animal
ready to fill his yoke in the American
cconomic treadmill. (A commitice of

This typical

concerned  students.)”

“outhurst underlines the basic (but
"not the only) complaint.

-Improving the-Established System

Dr. Benno G. Fricke, Chicf, Evalua-
tion and Examinations Office, has
recommended procedures to strength-

en grading on the curve by taking.

into account the ability profile of the
students making iip the coursc

‘criticized mcasures . . .7

Although every method of grading

will have shortcomings, it is my

suggestion that each instructor
~anchor his grading practices to one
.or both .of the following: (1) the
average - U=M grade-point average
of students in his class, and (2)
the average U-~M scores on stan-
dardized tests of academic quality
of students in “his class.. The first
of these can be computed very
“easily from information supplied
to the instructor by students during
the first day or two of each term;
the second can be obtained during
the first mouth or two of each tera
from the Evaluation and Examina.

_tions Division. . . . One would ex-.

pect that, in general, if an instruc
tor's students are aliove average on
most of the measures, he would
give them above average grades,
and that if they tend to be ‘below

. average he would give them below'

average grades. (1965)

On request from a teacher, the Eval-
uation and Examinations Ofhce will
compile a class. profile to show how
the class as a group (individual stu-
dents arc not identified) compares
with the student - body as a whole
on various .measures of aptitude and

their accumulazed GPA.

More recently, Dr. Fricke distributed

a comprehensive report to the faculty

" on Grading, Testing, Standards, and

All That (1975). The first .scct_ion

scores often appear to have lost their
values; it also provides suppdrt for
the continued use of these much
This compre-
hensive 136-page analysis is a signifi-
cant and dctailed sunn'nary of what

“is cssentially the system of grading

thm has prevailed on our campus for
the past half century or so.

On April 5 the LS&A - faculty voted
in favor of the idea of including
the course GPA with cach grade

recorded on a student’s transcript.

23

.. ..explains why gradcs and test

The Contrary Position

Professor Martin Gold (1966): has
clearly expressed a contrary point of
view. His statement anticipated issues

now treated under headings such as:-

criterion-referenced | testing,
referenced testing, mastery learning,
competency-based cvaluation, and in-
structor accountability.

norim-

"It seems to me that smmd ec.uca-

tional. policy does not put students

in ‘competition with one another:
Sound policy puts them instead in
competition with standards of ex.
cellence. Grades ought to reflect
how. well a student has acquired
the knowledge which he has com-
mitted himself to scudy. The eval
vation of his learning .ought to
reflect his own berformance in such
"a way that the perl'ormance of his
classinates would neither add nor
detract.. Each student should  be
encouraged to work independentdly
or in concert with others, which-
ever way he can best do the job.

... It seems to me that cvery in-
. structor cann and should determine
at the beginning of a course what
he hopes his students will know

and can /o when they have coin--

pleu.d his, coursc. His ' evaluation

prou:dures can ‘and should be de-’

signed (o measure whether his stu-
dents have measured up to his
. aspirations for them. Each student’s
final grade should reflect how close-
ly he has come to his instructor’s
goals for the course.

EEs

A student's failure is not his alone;
_ the instructor should take some re-
sponsibility for having failed the
student—by not having motivated
enough, by not having been’ clear
cnough, by not Having been ob-
jective and fair cnough in his
grading. Similarly, a student’s suc-
. cess is his instructor’s as well. But

- 1.fear.we take credit for too many..

of our successes and give blame for

too many-of our failures. Grading

on a curve encourages us to de this
by permitting us to avoid the fact
that we also are carning the grades
we shoild be giving.  Grading on
a curve permits us to avoid consid-
cring our standards and then work-
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“solute. grading,.

- ing hard with students to achieve
them. :

Before much could be donce to resolve

this conflict between ‘relative and ab-
a stronger issuc took
priority. Student unrest was building
up during the €0s and grading be-

came interlaced with the social issucs

of war and peace, draft deferment”

ind cducational clitism in general.
Teachers and students discovered a
“moral” reason to question 4 gmdmg,
systeny- which had been taken more
or less for granted as an incvitable
component of the educational process.”
Distinctions as to what grading docs
or does not do for students bcoan to
surhlu.' :

“GRADING # EVALUATIOV"’

However important thc msmunonal
uses of grades: mwht be, they stand
at lcast onc step. outsxdt.- the class-
room. In the debate about grading, a
clear distinction should be made be-
tween the administrative  uses, of
grades and the cvaluative process by

. \\huh the teacher supports the edu-

Ld[l()ndl progress of a student.

Evaluation is integral and: indis-
pensable o the learning process.
A teacher’s descriptive cvaluation
“of student achievement is a - far
more significant contribution to the
student’s’ education than is a final
grade. Without some form: of ap-
praisal that diretts and confirma
v the student’s effort, learning be-
comes mcﬂ’lclem, the student loses
the guides that enable him to con-
trol his direction and rate of learn-
ing. Evaluation can take the form
of conferences between student and
teacher, - comments on papers and
exams, conversations with other
students, etc. It is the process by
which' the "student is informed of
how well he is, uchieving the goals
the teacher has set for the <lass and- -
by which the student develops a
framework for evaluating his prog-
réss toward his own personal goals
; (Encksen and Blucstone, 1971).

{In the tcchnical'language of ‘educa-
this distinction be-

tional rescarch,

.

.vou can guess what ic is:

ﬁmticipatin;,

tween - evaluation' and gradm 8.
called “formative” vs. “summativce”
cvaluatmn.)

The path of least resistance for the
teacher is w0 cvaluate students in
term:s of their competitive perform-
arce with ‘cach other. We prepare
quizzes and examinations to stretch

defined continuum and then..draw
cutoff lincs, between the A's, the B's,
and the Css. , The teacher holds con-
trolling power and one distraught stu-
dent expressed her antagonism thus:
“I just don't- like to play the profes-
sors game—'l"ve got a sccret, sce if

basis of their competitive success in
what teachers  expeet
them to know, we reward the win-
ners with honors and acadmm pnzu
The. classroom is viewed as a micro-
cosm of life—with its inevitable wins
and losscs.
: ”

Curient  developments - under - the
heading of “contract teaching” ‘stand
in sharp contrast—proponents  hold
that academic standards are best de-
fined in terms of . the levels of com-
petence students actually  achieve.
The GPA is 4 convenient mechanism,
but neat, quantitative m::asures, e.g.,
the 1.Q., tend to take ona manipula-

tive significance out of proportion- of”

their validity. Via the GPA, honors

convgcations can be mass produced.
where those*with 3.80 and better re-

ceive blue ribbons but the 3.79's go
unrewarded. The contract  people
clim there must be better ways to
rccognize academic cexcellence than
to sum individual difference measures
of ‘test-taking “brightness.” -Grading
by contract requires a basic change in
the meaning and the interpretation
given to the grade. In cffect, the final

- cvaluative tesponse by the teacher
stands.-as -the- “grade”~an index of:. .
’ having sansfactonly met the goals of

the course.

GRADING BY CONTRACT

‘ Crading by contract has a number of

ancestors, includir.g hasic rescarch on

4 3

" On the

human learning, In thc laboratory
the experimenter first selects one of
two criteria for lurmng trials or per-

" formance.- In the “trials” altcrnatlw.,'_
~on¢ observes (and records) the re-

sponses of cach learner through a’
fixed number of trials; what level of

- performance is reached after 15 tnals
(or 15 iveeks in the acadumc tcrm)’

a class of students along a vaguely. The second choice is to establish a

mastery criterion “for lcarning, c.g,
onc crrorless performance, and to re-
cord the number of trials (or the
time) required for cach learner to
mect ¢his standard. The former has
the advantage in describing .the per-
formance of a group of learners, a
class, and docs not require the ex-
plicit definition of the criteria for
lcarning. The data derived from the
mastery learning condition are niore -
analvtical and, furthermore, the fast
learncrs can finish and turn to other
things while the slower learners con-
tinue as needed to complete the task.
The parallcls to classroom grading
practices and to the contrasting mean-
ing of the course gmdc are, qultc
apparent. )

Contract teaching has become the
gencric label for several instructional
arrangements whereby the specific
levels of performance are set forth at'.

REPORTS ON IMAGINATIVE
TEACHXNG

_ Twice ‘earlv Change magazmc pub-
lishes a specml Report on Teachmg,
dcscnbmg notable advances in un-
dergraduate instruction. The major
disciplinary associations serve as the

‘initial screening mechanisms for
identifying good teaching efforts.
The first issue reports projects ‘in |
.chemistry, histoty, and psychology

" (with two U=M contributions).

U—M facul(y and staff_may. obmm _
" copics without charge by calling

7640505 or 763-0158. Others may .

request bulk ordérs ° by “writing:

Undergraduate Teaching Program,

Change, NBW ‘Tower, New Ro-

'chclle, NY 1080l . " o

’




‘the bLgmmng of a course of study
and the work is completed when:these
standards are met. The essential fea-
tures of mastery learning are incor-
porated in various sclf-paced study
al:mngcmcnts such as the Keller Plans,
the "Personalized System of Instruc-
tion (PS1), Audio-tutorial [nstruction;
and the like. Atthe end of this Memo
references are made to récent publi-
_cations about contract tcaching.

* Contract, Variations

In a specific course, the teacher must
‘decide in adv ance what standards of
performancc are dpproprmtc for the
. A, B, or C grade. These decisions
" might be based on a single criterion,
such as a specified number of correct
answers on a comprchensive final
examination. More  frequently, the
teacher presents a nuinber of options:
a combination of test scores, and/or
- term papers, and/or special projects,
ctc. In ‘the most complicated arrange-
ment, the teacher may ncgotiate indi-
vidual contracts with cach student. In

" . this instance, the teacher defines the

limnits or boundarics of a course, that s,

the topics or the subject-matter arcas’

within which he or she feels q_ixaliﬁcd
to make cvaluative judgments about
the level and quality of student per-
formance.” Within these limits cach
student may then propose a specific
pattern of "wotk in the form of a
written contract to be agrccd upon by
both the teacher and the individual
student at the bcginning of the term.

In most instances teachers allow stu-
- dents to repeat a given test or short
paper assignment until the specified
performance standards are inct. This
option to retake a test is not a trivial
matter. In contrast to the usual test-
ing procedure, the aim is to demon-
strat¢ mastery of the assigned work
rather than.to place the students.on
a competitive scale from hlgh to low.
This all-or-none conccpt of asscss-
ment contradlcts the test-using habits

of most tcachers, but is the essential
change given by the contract pro-

cedure.

.

Quantity/Quality

It is onc thing to set forth a sequence
of specific performance ‘goals to be
achicved—tests to be passed, papers
written, projects completed, reading
logs finished, cte.—but quite another

thmg to assess the quality of these
pmducts Most students will opt for
and achieve the “A” contract and it
is somctiines surprising how much
they can learn when given clear and
meaningful assignments. To preserve
the” final - grade “distribution”  the-
teacher should be conservative, mark-

mg out the quanmmlw_ quunrcants

for carning C and B oradcs, while re-”

serving t‘w “vital margin” necessary
0 ac hw\c the A g.adc for the tcar‘h
er's qzmhmm'c cvaluation,

There may be certain courses where

a purely quantitative contract might

be satisfactory but, for the most part,
the academic standards of this .Uni-
versity require the qualitative evalua-
tion. A purcly quanntamc contract
tends to-let the minimum standards:
become the optimum and this, of
course, would weaken the very stan-
dards of achicvemnent we are trying
to raise. Contract grading, docs not,

therefore, - take the teacher off the

evaluation hook, and should not be
s0, pereeived by the students. An in-
sccure teacher may seck to use the
contract arrangement as a mcans of
buffering the  usual confrontation
with students -about ¢valuation and.
grading, This is an cscape mechanism.

Pcer Review

The teacher is the expert in the sub-

jeet matter covered by the course and .

is the onc person lwst qualificd to be
explicit as to the dimensions and the
opnons of-the contracts. The téacher
is advised, ncvcrthclcss to sce! con-
finnation from departmentai  col-
icagues for' the-standards in his or
her contract. plan. If, for cxample, a

much larger proportion of students
achieve the A grade than is normally
accepted under the departmental

- grading policy, it is important that

the quality of the A contract  be

4

supported b'y" these, other teachers.

Granted, peer review is not a com-

mon  practice.” but it would seem -
to be a highly app}upriatc procedure

for confirming the academic quality

within a given arca of instruction.

'l'hc specilic features of 2 course con-
tl’Z]L[ reflect the special requirements
of the subject matter, the* values of
the particular teacher, and: the char-
acteristics of the students who nor-
mally take such an offeving. Contract
grading makes full 'use of the broad
pcrspwmc of the teacher as a sub-
jeet-matter expert, as a researcher and
as one who can cffectively fransmit
research and scholarlv mformat.un to

. students, These spccml strcng,ths of

the faculty are neéessary when sct-
ting forth .the step-by- step sequence
of facts,” concepts, and procedures to
be mastered by stadents as they pur-
sue a given arca of study. ‘Even so, a
review of a teacher’s contract plan
by collcagues would be a valuable
checks-and-balances benefit for thc

students, By

Contract gradmg also plays to thc

. strengths of the students. By the time
thcy rcach college nost have lcarned

how to learn quite well and can make
full usc: of ‘this ability when they
have the green light as to exactly
what substantive .goals they are ex-
pected to réach. Perhaps this extra

-cffort is a direct function of the in--
“trinsic sat1<factlon when a student

knows that he or she is on the right
track toward mastery of a significant
body of knowledge. The extrinsic re-
ward of a- conventional grade has a
less enduring monvanng quality.

Contract grading comces directly to
the point, but these explicit demon-
strations of compctence are not, of
course, the total end product of a
course. As in a conventional class, "
the contract- requircments scrve ‘as -
the cognitive vehicle by which stu-
dents develop and extend the larger .
and more lasting educational benefits*

of a course. As teachers, we design

the content of a course and cmpha-

size those. clements which lead stu- .

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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standards  (frequently  90%

dents to- inquire further about com-
plex coneepts and principles, to use
the methods and problem-solving pr()
cedurds of 4@ discipline and to hclp
r(.‘\\h.lpt' their attitudes and values as
an .influence in their thinking for
many vears. However, ds my. col-
lcdouc Wilbert J. MeKeachie points
“The number of new situations
to which learning from a particular
course can’ be applied is theoretically
infinite. Thus, no one can uall\'
‘master’ the domain encompassed bv
the goals of a particular course.”

: (l‘)/(ﬂ A goad teacher, neverthuless,
is skillful in dm\\mg up contracs

r(.‘(llll'r(.‘lllL‘lltH‘ Ihﬂt \:up'port lhi\i exten-

sion -of learning and in this regard. -

most of ‘us will benehit fress com-

ments illld criticisms h‘()ll] oy P'(.‘(.‘I'S.

A TASK FOR THE TEACHER

Grading by conttact places a consid-
crable extra load on the teacher. In
the hirst place, the” spcc:lu. eoals of
the coarse must be Llc.lrl\' st.m.d and
the sequence of topics and resources
for achicving these objectives care:
fully spetled out. Frequently,” it is

necessary to prepare a syllabus or a -

workbook specifically t.nlnrcd to the
detailed format of the contract-ori-

-ented course.

The second major task is to prepare
the mastery criteria consistent with
the aims of the course. In. most in-

stances, this takes the forn of testing.

Il o student fails to meet the required

answers), he or she returns to the
“textbuok,” to the tutor, or to other
sources to continue  preparation for
taking a parallel formn of the mastery

test. In any case. herein lies the spe-
cial challenge to the teacher: by what .

manner of questioning, problem soly-

ing, project plnnninU, paper writing,.
A.m(l reference citing, ctc.,, might a

student demonstrate thc an\ ledge
and skills that make educational good

sense? This question is an especially

valid test of the teacher's talents.

Many teachers are pedagogically con-
scevative and feel more comfortable

correct -

. conducting a class in a manner similar

to the classes they took as students
and to those they may have been
teaching for a number of years. Ad-
monishment and exhortation will not
lower tlm resistance, and the positive
reaction from studvats is perhaps the
strongest persuasion for the faculty
to enter into the vather demanding
contract arrangement. Certainly, there
will also be - resistance to the peer
review feature, -but this only under-
lines the fact that the ur.ldmo process
has more or less bu:n ]\cpt in the

closet rather than bcmﬂ open Fur,

careful analysis and review hv the
teaching staff. ’

I have not, mysclf. taught an under-

graduate course via the pure contract
method, but in my role as Faculty
coordinator for a large introductory
psychology course T am impressed by
the success of our graduate student
teaching assistants in using this pro-
cedure. About one-third of these TAs
use some variation of a contract plan
of tc.u.lnnu One TA, for c\.unplc
handles the tcstmu and tutoring dur-
ing her ofhice h()urs {double, ho“ cver,

the nnrm.ll hours) and her highly suc-

cessful discussion  sections r('ﬂcct a
climite of - cooperation among stu-
dents as opposed to the usual atmos-
phere of cqmpctitii)n. These students
engage in free and open’discussion,
pursuing in dcpfh' the “value impli-
cations of the content of this inte-
ductory psychology offering.

SUMMARY

Insofar -as the past is the best.indi-
U=M teachers

cator of the future,
will continue their ¢fforts o assign
a fair grade to cach student. The
department, the college, and- the
univessity set the, ground rules for

grading and limits are 1mpost.d on the

freedom “and HC\lblll[V “of the indi-

vidual teacher to umlatcrallv manip-

ulate and chénge the gradmé y System.
Even so, some units are more vlgllant
than arc others ‘in’ guarding their
standards and pohcncs \wth respect

to s,radmg ‘ . e

s 6

In- perspective, four th_inés have hap-
pened during the past 10 years: (1)

there has been a general inflation' of
gmdcs, (2) variations on the Pass- -fail

nmd fare \\’ldt‘l)’ used (for mnany stu-
dcnts A is “pass”; B is “failuie”), (3)
the academic community is consider-
ably more sensitive to- the pros” and
cons of grading, and finally, (4) a

" significant proportion of tcachers are

slnftmn the basis of grading from
“the curve” to how well students
.u.hw\c pcuﬁul course objectives.

For purpost.s of cxposition, this
Memo has made a sharp contrast be-
tween “norm- -referenced” grading. (on

“the curve) and “criterion-referenced”

gr‘nding (including contract). Most "

teachers incorporate both methods

“but without always being aware of
g

the logic behind “their grading pro-
ccdurcs. Some colleges around the
country have totally converted to
cmnpct;:nc_v-buscd istruction and we
will have to wait to'sce whether this
\\'i”"clnrif_\' or complicate the mean-

ing of grades. In the meantime, the.

“academic  units - of this  University

must continuc to scarch out a ration-
al policy to guide the grading deci-

sions.made by its teachers. Right now

we have a” mixture of differing con- |

cepts about grading. We do not agree
as to the zero point for measurement:
the norms set by students or the
mastery criteria set by teachers.. As
individual tc.lchcrs, howev ©T, We UsU-
ally work out a u)mpromlsc
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