DEFLATING GRADY
Part I – Maintaining Standards

The following is an e-mail exchange between Prof. Grady Rizeng and his chair, Lois Marks, that Prof. Rizeng has forwarded to Dean Nolira.

-----Original Message-----

Sent: Sunday, January 09, 2005 11:31 PM

To: A. C. Nolira

Subject: FW: RE: RE: RE: RE: Maintaining our standards

Dean Nolira, 

Can you believe what I have to put up with?  I'm begging you to do something about the way I'm treated by this tyrant!

Grady Rizeng

University Distinguished Professor

-----Original Message-----

Sent: Sunday, January 09, 2005 8:25 PM

To: Grady Rizeng

Subject: RE: RE: RE: RE: Maintaining our standards

I'm not saying that. What concerns me is that your grades reflect a different standard and that has all sorts of implications.  Let's meet tomorrow morning at 8 to discuss grade inflation.  That's not too early for you I hope.

Lois Marks

Department Chair

-----Original Message-----

Sent: Sunday, January 09, 2005 3:22 PM

To: Lois Marks

Subject: RE: RE: RE: Maintaining our standards

But as you said yourself, we get really good students. Do you really think half of them should get C's or lower?

Grady Rizeng

University Distinguished Professor

-----Original Message-----

Sent: Saturday, January 08, 2005 8:19 PM

To: Grady Rizeng

Subject: RE: RE: Maintaining our standards

That's fine, but perhaps you need to redefine the criteria for excellence. Do you think this is Lake Wobegon where all the students are above average? From your grades, I can't tell who the best students are.

Lois Marks

Department Chair

-----Original Message-----

Sent: Friday, January 07, 2005 4:53 PM

To: Lois Marks

Subject: RE: Maintaining our standards

Absolutely. With all due respect, I don't accept the premise that low grades necessarily mean high standards. They could mean unreasonable standards or poor teaching. I have taught my courses for many years and have well-defined criteria for an A. If everyone achieves those criteria, then everyone gets an A. Of course the converse is true as well.

Grady Rizeng

University Distinguished Professor

-----Original Message-----

Sent: Friday, January 07, 2005 3:13 PM

To: Grady Rizeng

Subject: Maintaining our standards

As you should be aware, this department is well known for its rigor. We attract excellent students and they work hard. For many years the average grades given in this department have been among the lowest on campus, which reflects our demanding standards.

My reason for writing you is that grades in this department have risen in recent years and the grades you give are among the highest in the department―63% A's and B's. Do you really think your students deserved those grades?

Lois Marks

Department Chair
Assignment for Part I:

1. As a group, come to consensus on a definition that your group should write down on the poster paper provided. Write large enough so that others in the room can read it when it is posted on the wall.]
DEFLATING GRADY
Part II – Midnight Thoughts

Somehow Grady Rizeng couldn’t get to sleep. He had just ripped off the e-mail to the dean to vent his frustration. He kept thinking about his 8 AM meeting with Dr. Marks. He felt blind-sided by the insinuation that the grades he gave his students were too high. He had never looked at his grades over time or in comparison with grades given by his faculty colleagues. Never had he thought he was being easy on the students and their course evaluations suggested they had worked hard in his courses. “What evidence does she have that the increase in grades in the department is due to my courses or a decrease in my standards? Couldn’t it simply be that our students are getting better? There are all sorts of reason that grades might be rising.”  At 1 AM he got out of bed and logged on to the Internet to see what he could find out that would help him later in the morning. 
Meanwhile, Lois Marks was having second thoughts. “Did I come down too hard? I assumed Grady’s high teaching ratings reflected easy grading standards. Did I jump to an incorrect conclusion? I need to check into this a bit more.” And she logged on to the Internet as well.

Within a few minutes of googling “grade inflation” both Prof. Rizeng and Chair Marks found the following graph. The data show the average grades received by college students at US public and private schools over the past 30 years. 
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This graph comes from www.gradeinflation.com.

1. What conclusions can you make by examining these data?

2. Make a list of questions (learning issues) you have about these data.

DEFLATING GRADY
Parts III through VI

Deflating Grady PBL problem normally takes a day and a half workshop to complete. What you have experienced are the first parts of the problem. 
The problem has six stages culminating in short oral presentations by groups early in the second day. The problem is intended to be completed in a one to two day intensive workshop. The full problem is published on the PBL Clearinghouse at: http://www.udel.edu/pblc.

Abstract for the Problem: Grade inflation poses a problem on many campuses and is an issue familiar to faculty regardless of their discipline. This six-stage problem for a faculty development workshop, introduces faculty to PBL and employs a variety of pedagogical strategies. Grady Rizeng, a chaired professor, upset by being confronted by his chair, Lois Marks, about the high grades he gave, forwards the accusations and complains to Dean Nolira in a late-night e-mail message. That e-mail exchange serves as trigger in Stage 1 to explore the meaning, causes, and implications surrounding grade inflation with the eventual goal in Stage 6 of proposing reasonable ways to deal with the situation. The problem employs written, oral, and visual communication; involves Internet research elements and a jigsaw exercise; and addresses mathematical literacy.
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