April 29, 2009

Report from CFA on the Use of Grades and Grade Distributions in College Reappointment and Promotion Decisions

The Committee on Faculty Affairs (CFA) has explored the value of using grades and grade distributions in college tenure and promotion decisions.  CFA recognizes that meaningful discussions of grading practices and grading distributions are most likely to happen at TCNJ if such discussions are associated with the reappointment and promotion process.  Guided by the Report of the Ad Hoc Committee on Grading and Grading Practices (December, 2007) and the CFA sub-committee on grading, CFA unanimously recommends that grade distributions not be included in the tenure and promotion dossiers of prospective candidates until there has been a vigorous campus-wide discussion of the functions of grading.  CFA acknowledges our colleagues on both sides of the grading/personnel issue whose vigorous debate also informed this recommendation.
Rationale
Two major issues have evolved from campus discussions on grades and grade distributions: 1) the use of grades and grade distributions in college personnel decisions; and 2) the influence of grade inflation on criteria of academic rigor of the campus.  While grade distributions and grade inflation are not necessarily mutually exclusive, we argue that they are not synonymous.   Furthermore, the examination of grade inflation within the context of academic expectations of TCNJ students has yet to take place and therefore should not be included in the reappointment and promotions process at this time.  
CFA’s vote to currently omit grades and grade distributions in College reappointment and promotion decisions was guided by the findings/conclusions the Ad Hoc Committee on Grading and Grading Practices (Report of the Ad Hoc Committee on Grading and Grading Practices, December, 2007) and faculty input from Faculty Senate open fora on grading.  The main themes of the current debate center on the following:

· 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.
· Discussions of the function of grading may be less effective if framed by the grade inflation debate.

·  “Grades, particularly final course grades as isolated artifacts, are not particularly useful … [i]f the criteria, standards, and contexts for the grades are not known to external audiences” (Walvoord and Anderson, 1998, p. 4).

· There is no direct evidence that grade distributions measure learning in meaningful ways.  For example, Anderson and Walvoord (1998, p. 100) suggest that overreliance on grade distributions may “introduce dynamics that may be harmful for learning”.  They suggest that faculty, departments, and schools ensure that certain assumptions be addressed when considering rigid grade distribution frameworks, because adhering to a rigid grade distribution schema might reinforce such notions as: 

1. 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 is beneficial and enhances the learning process.

3. Learning is a demographic characteristic that produces a normal distribution in each sample.
4. The teacher’s role is to focus on awarding a limited number of grades by a formula, rather than a role that includes rewarding all learning with the grade it deserves.
5. The possibility that standards for a grade will be lowered to enable a certain percentage of students to receive that grade (1998, pp. 100-101).
· Grade distributions may provide one piece of evidence for faculty success in communication of institutional and disciplinary goals, but it is questionable how well they represent true teaching effectiveness or student learning.
· Departments, schools, and the institution as a whole must engage in a 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.
Recommendations for revisions to the TCNJ Promotions and Reappointment Document
CFA recommends, therefore, the following revisions to the TCNJ Promotions and Reappointment Document with reference to grading and grade distributions:

p. 4.
(d) Selected course/curricular materials and other items deemed relevant by the candidate in support of the teaching record.  The materials should illustrate efforts and success in developing best practices in teaching; describe the approach to pedagogy and how it fits with College, liberal learning, and/or program goals; show the rigor, comprehensiveness, and depth of assignments; and discuss philosophy of and methods for assessment of student work.  

Grade distributions, however, are not to be submitted or considered by anyone in the promotion, tenure, or reappointment process (for example, the Department Promotion and Reappointment Committee, a Dean, the College Promotions Committee or Provost). 

Delete Footnote 7:  How grading practices and distributions might be used as part of assessing a candidate's qualifications for promotion in the future will be studied by the campus community. If such study results in recommendations to change the provision barring the use of grade distributions, a new policy must be formally approved through the governance process.

p. 15
Delete footnote 12:  Because grade distributions are not a part of the Bases and Standards for Promotion (see page 4), neither a PRC, a Dean, nor the CPC may consider a candidate's grade distributions during deliberations of a candidate's application for promotion.

p. 43
Item IV. A. 1.  List by course, noting which semesters each was offered and course enrollments (based on final class roster).

CFA: Grades & Grade Distributions
Page 2
April 29, 2009

