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Executive Summary
1. Our Charge was to investigate best practices in a) grading and b) interpreting grading and to address the following concerns:
a. Grading: How can grading contribute to teaching effectiveness? What are the connections between grades and student learning? How can The College help individual instructors, departments, and schools to consider philosophy and methods of effective grading? What are appropriate differences in grading among different disciplines?

b. Interpreting grading: If grade distributions are to be a part of the reappointment, tenure, and promotion processes, what policies and procedures will help those involved in these processes to interpret candidates’ philosophy and methods of grading, as well as the distribution of grades in courses? How will grade distributions be used in evaluating candidates for tenure and promotion?
2. Our committee reviewed literature on grading, grade distribution, and best practices in grading, and reviewed peer institutions’ personnel policies for discussions of grade data.

3. Our review of the literature led us to an understanding that “grades, particularly final course grades as isolated artifacts, are not particularly useful …[i]f the criteria, standards, and contexts for a grade are not known to external audiences” (Walvoord and Anderson 4).

4. Moreover, despite efforts at some institutions to mandate grade distributions, particularly by high-profile neighbors in New Jersey, the committee believes that an attempt to mandate specific grade distributions in schools and departments at The College would abridge academic freedom.
5. The committee benefited immeasurably from disciplinary diversity and recognizes that different methods of assessment (for example, quantitative and qualitative, or objective and performative) may produce different grade correlates and result in different grade distributions. Most importantly, the committee agrees that our community must address our assumptions about the comparative validity of various assessment measures across The College.   

6. The committee recommends the following: 

· Grade distributions (and other potentially relevant grading data) may be included in tenure and promotions dossiers by candidates, but only once departments and programs have reflected upon their own grading practices and grade distributions. 
· Departments and programs should provide materials equivalent to the disciplinary Standards for Scholarship,” so that grades are not treated as “isolated artifacts.’
· If disciplinary standards for grading and grade distributions exist, grade data may be considered alongside the candidates’ dossiers, but they may not be added at a level beyond the candidate’s department. Thus, departmental personnel committees may review grade data not provided by the candidate, although they must notify the candidate and allow the candidate to interpret grade distributions within disciplinary standards created.  
· The committee agrees that grade distributions, if included in tenure and promotions considerations, must be part of the dossier that is forwarded from departments. Promotions committees should not access materials beyond those provided by candidates and supporting departments. 
Committee Strategy and Framework

Members of the Ad Hoc Committee on Grading represent number of different disciplines, including those that use strictly quantitative grading procedures, such as Science, Engineering, and Business, and those that use strictly performance-based measures, such as Education and Art. Faculty from the Humanities, Philosophy and English, use a combination of measures, both quantitative and qualitative. After we surveyed peer institutions’ publicly available personnel policies, we determined that few institutions like The College of New Jersey explicitly link grade distributions to personnel decisions. If they are included within those documents at institutions such as Brandeis, Lafayette, William and Mary, or Villanova, the committee found no evidence from publicly accessible policies.
This absence of data provided the committee with an opportunity to begin a discussion that members believe should be afforded to disciplinary units, departments, schools, and The College as a whole: a discussion of the significance of grades, the purpose of grades, and our collective assumptions about the grading practices of our colleagues in other disciplines. Furthermore, the committee wrestled with the overall implications of grade distributions and their relevance for tenure and promotions cases. In effect, we struggled to identify the reasons why faculty would wish to include grade distributions in their dossiers at all.  
The bulk of the literature about the significance of grading in an institutional context concerns grade inflation and the relationship between grading and student evaluations. Much of the literature argues that students reward faculty for lenient grading and that higher student evaluations, important for tenure and promotion, incentivize grade inflation. Differences in employment status, for example, adjunct, tenure-track, or tenured, may affect the patterns of grading and student evaluation (Centra 2003; Sonner 2000; Wright and Palmer 2006). Some skeptics in the grade inflation debate suggest that “any increases in average grades can likely be accounted for by the demographic and institutional changes in higher education over the past two decades” (Freese, Artis, and Powell 186). The committee suggested that The College’s own demographic changes over the last fifteen years may have altered grading practices and distributions locally as well.
Nonetheless, some scholarship suggests that faculty attitudes concerning grade inflation are more important than the objective evidence for grade inflation over time (Academic Leader 2004). Faculty perceptions of one another across disciplines appear to be a major issue in the admission of grade distributions to tenure and promotions cases. Valen Johnson concludes that “grading practices differ systematically between disciplines…and that [h]umanities faculty tend to grade most leniently; social sciences faculty, with the exception of economists, are approximately grade neutral; and economics, mathematics, and natural sciences faculty tend to grade most stringently” (Johnson  237).  
When the committee first convened, we addressed a number of stereotypes held across departments and disciplines. We discussed campus perceptions that elementary education courses, for example, lacked rigorous grading schema and inflated students’ overall grade point averages, while philosophy courses, as another example, challenged students with the sophistication of their material and the rigor of their grading. Nonetheless, materials drawn from Institutional research demonstrated that, in the Spring 2007 semester, 41.66 % of students in 100-level elementary education courses received an A or A-, while 45.88% of students in 100-level philosophy courses received the same grade. The grade distribution for B level students differed by 0.11%, with philosophy handing out the marginally higher numbers of B grades.  The committee does not intend to single out these two departments for scrutiny, but to demonstrate that perceptions of grade inflation are not always supported by evidence from data. The committee agreed that grade distribution data failed to capture the range of variables that might account for the grade distribution: class standing, gender, previous course work, completion of writing courses, or access to tutoring.  

Faculty on the Ad Hoc committee share a consensus that discussions of grade distributions need to be embedded in a dialogue about the functions of grading and alternative methods of assessment available to faculty within programs with grade distributions that may deviate from the overall institutional pattern. For example, the Art department requires students to submit their portfolios of work to the faculty for jurying comparable to that artists experience in their professional careers. Such summative, qualitative, assessment is not reflected on their transcripts but is necessary for their retention in the program.  The committee agreed that such professional evaluations, equivalent to the procedures that faculty members face in tenure and promotions decisions, would certainly be rigorous and reliable, although not correlated to a traditional letter-grade scale.
The committee also lacked direct evidence that grade distributions measure learning in meaningful ways. For example, Virginia Anderson and Barbara Walvoord suggest that overreliance on grade distributions may “introduce dynamics that may be harmful for learning” (100). They suggest that faculty, departments, and schools should remain vigilant that the following assumptions be addressed when considering rigid grade distribution frameworks, such as those that have been introduced at Princeton University and those used in many law schools in the United States, and suggest that such grade distribution schema might reinforce such notions: 

1. The notion that grades, and the learning they supposedly represent, are a limited commodity dispensed by the teacher according to a statistical formula

2. Competition among students for a limited number of high grades—competition that encourages students to keep the other person from learning, lest that other person take one of the precious and limited high grades

3. The notion that learning is a demographic characteristic that will show a statistical distribution in a sample population

4. The notion that each class is a sample population

5. The teacher’s role that focuses on awarding a limited number of grades by a formula, rather than a role that includes rewarding all learning with the grade it deserves

6. The possibility that standards for a grade will be lowered to enable a certain percentage of students to receive that grade. (100-101)

Thus, the Ad Hoc committee recommends that departments, schools, and the institution as a whole engage in vigorous debate concerning the significance of grades, grading distributions, and possible alternative means of assessment (such as pass/fail) appropriate to areas best evaluated by holistic, performance-based assessment. 

Recommended Process for Developing Disciplinary Standards for Grading, Grading Methods, and Interpreting the Significance of Grading


Throughout the process of transformation, faculty engaged in thoughtful discussion of assessment methods appropriate to their courses and programs. Every course proposal included a discussion of assessment artifacts, assessment philosophies, and assessment measures. Further discussion of grading, grading philosophies, and grade distributions will complement efforts begun during transformation. Grading standards for disciplines may be extracted from disciplinary syllabi, summarized, and provided to personnel and promotions committees, along with longitudinal grade distributions for departments, aggregated or delineated by course level. Institutional Research maintains such documents, and faculty may access their own grade distribution reports through SOCS.


Finally, the committee endorses efforts across The College to discover authentic and reliable assessment measures of student learning that encourage faculty to refine their teaching methods over time and to respond to potential changes in student preparedness over time. Anderson and Walvoord caution faculty against using idealized grading measures, suggesting “that the meaning of a grade is socially determined. You have to teach and grade within the grading system as it is currently interpreted in the society that you and your students currently inhabit, and …have to teach and grade the students you have now, not the ones you wish you had, or the ones you had in 1975, or the ones you had when you were a TA at Berkeley” (102). Grading distributions, grading practices, and grading methods should be relevant to our current pedagogy and our current students and must be examined critically and recursively.


Nevertheless, committee members recognize the relevance of grades beyond the institutional level. The committee had a rich discussion of institutional assumptions concerning external constituencies, for example, school boards, future employers, and graduate schools. We encourage The College community to acquire data that will affirm or deny our assumptions about these external constituencies and foresee a number of rich opportunities for faculty research within the new Center for Institutional Effectiveness. 
Conclusions

The ad hoc committee on grading affirms that “When we talk about grading, we have student learning most in mind” (Anderson and Walvoord 1). Nevertheless, grade distributions do not reflect the process of grading, the communication between faculty member and student, but the final evidence of student participation in any given course recorded on a student transcript. Grade distributions may provide one piece of evidence for faculty success in communication of institutional and disciplinary goals, but we question how effectively they represent true teaching effectiveness or student learning. Grades are most meaningful when they may be correlated with other assessment measures of student learning and student success. Serious discussions of the correlates to grades has led the committee to believe that discussions of the function of grading may be less effective if framed by the grade inflation debate. We encourage faculty to reflect critically on their own teaching effectiveness and develop more sophisticated measures of student learning than final course grades and the resulting grade interpretation. We anticipate, nonetheless, that our discussions will offer the first step toward a fruitful and open discussion of our community’s assumptions about the significance of grades as evidence of both our effectiveness in the classroom and our student learning. The tenure and promotions processes, like grading, provide the most direct channel of communication between the institution and the individual faculty member. Despite our skepticism concerning the ultimate significance of grade distributions, we recognize that meaningful discussions of grading practices and grading distributions is most likely to happen at TCNJ if associated with tenure and promotion.
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