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Discipline:
Faculty Development
Target Audience
Introductory, faculty PBL workship 
Keywords
Communication, Grade Inflation, Jigsaw Groups, PBL Workshop
Length of Time/Staging
The problem has six stages culminating in short oral presentations by groups early in the second day. The problem is intended to be complete in a one to two day intensive workshop.
Abstract
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 addresses mathematical literacy.
Date Submitted
7/5/2005
Date Published
9/25/2005
Format of Delivery
Workshop for up to twelve groups of five or six, preferably in a PBL classroom equipped with wireless laptop computers.
Student Learning Objectives
The main objective of this problem is to introduce educators to problem-based learning by having them experience the process in the role of a student. Within that context, a variety of issues are addressed including, group formation, jigsaw groups, oral communication, written communication, visual communication, numerical analysis, and Internet research. A secondary content goal is to have faculty become familiar with the nuances of the grade inflation issue.
Student Resources
Laptop computers with wireless access to Internet (optional)
Handout "What is a Good Learning Issue?" (Word, pdf)
	"...once you have learned to ask questions—relevant and appropriate and substantial questions—you have learned how to learn and no one can keep you from learning what ever you want or need to know."

	Neil Postman & Charles Weingartner (1969)
in Teaching as a Subversive Activity.


Knowledge is power (Bacon). All of us have vast areas of ignorance and we will never come close to knowing more than a very small fraction of what there is to know. Nevertheless, being aware of what we don't know is also a type of power because it enables us to focus our learning where it counts when we have problems to solve. The more adept we become at defining what we need to know in away that it can be pursued, the easier it is to quickly locate needed information and the better problem solvers we become.
Most of us are reluctant to reveal our ignorance. Who wants to look "stupid?" A major tenet of problem-based learning is that learning occurs best in an environment where we can admit our knowledge gaps and do something about them by working together to achieve understanding. In problem-based learning, our knowledge gaps become our learning issues. The way we go about defining learning issues influences the depth of understanding we achieve. What are the characteristics of a good learning issue?
1. Presented in the form of a question or series of questions.
2. Focused so that it seeks specific information.
3. Constructed so that it asks an answerable question.
4. Pursues information that is relevant to the problem.
5. Goes beyond superficial knowledge to probe conceptual issues.
6. Often set in a context that provides direction. Why is the question important?
[bookmark: _za4kso1ejrzi]Instructor Resources
	Video clip of faculty senate proceedings 

	www.gradeinflation.com 

	Report on Grade Inflation at the University of Delaware,
1987 through 2002 (Word, pdf)


Author's Teaching Notes
[bookmark: _yt7p99nwoxq2]Part 1. Maintaining Standards. (30 minutes) 
The purpose of this stage is to introduce the topic and provide an opportunity to have everyone think through what they mean by 'grade inflation'. It includes a pre-writing assignment. 
After a ten minute introduction of the presenters and a brief overview of what "Experience It Yourself" means, introduce the problem. Distribute the handouts for each part at the beginning of its scheduled time. 
Individual and Group Work: The home groups will read Part 1 and members will write down their definition of 'grade inflation'. Then group members will compare their definitions and construct a consensus definition that they will write on poster paper and post on the boards around the room. This activity should take about twenty minutes. 
Report out: Representatives from several groups will each summarize their definition and why they settled on it. It will not be possible to have every group present their definition. Ask for volunteers to introduce dimensions of their definition that may not be evident in other definitions. Examples of definitions generated by faculty groups in a workshop are provided in the Solution Notes. 
[bookmark: _majcgg842zkq]Part 2. Midnight Thoughts (15 minutes) 
The purpose of this stage is to brainstorm and think about the multiple explanations for grade inflation or even challenge its existence. 
Group discussion: Have odd-numbered groups discuss Question 1 and even-numbered groups discuss Question 2 of Part 2. Each group should generate a number of issues that relate to grade inflation. Different groups will go off in different directions which is fine. Hopefully, multiple issues will emerge such as:
· students are better,
· the number of women taking courses has increased and they tend to do better than men,
· the problem is with a few disciplines,
· there are more competency-based courses like undergraduate research or student teaching,
· pressure to get into medical school and other professional schools,
· teaching ratings,
· new teaching methods improve student performance,
· faculty don't care about grades,
· standards are lowering,
· parents challenging professors and administrators
Depending on the time available, additional time to report out time may be included but is not necessary. Workshop presenters should circulate among groups to monitor discussion and keep groups on schedule for the task. 
[bookmark: _qa4jjo6v881v]Part 3. What's the Evidence? (25 minutes) 
The purpose of this stage is to provide focus, interject data (numeracy) into the discussion, and to set the stage for groups seeking data for defense of their positions later. It also will introduce the concept of learning issues. 
Group discussion: Let groups discuss the graph for about fifteen minutes and then have them report out. Generate a list of learning issues on the screen. A list of learning issues generated in a workshop is provided in the Solution Notes. 
[bookmark: _q1hzkrmxihpc]Part 4. Who Cares? (10 minutes) 
The purpose of this short part is to identify stakeholders and setup jigsaw format for stakeholder groups. 
Groups match statements with stakeholder groups which will take about five minutes. There is overlap in stakeholder interests and thus the matching is not entirely obvious but can be deduced with discussion and the process of elimination. 
Give the following instructions: Each member of your group needs to select a different stakeholder group. Provide a break for participants to move to new tables identified with each stakeholder group. There the stakeholder groups will discuss what information they need to gather and decide what position is on grade inflation. The instructions for Part 5 that related to reflective thinking and group problem-solving are derived in part from a structured format designed by Prof. Charles Pavitt, Department of Communications, University of Delaware. 
Break 
[bookmark: _kwctfrbqja2]Part 4. continued. (20 minutes) 
The purpose of this segment is for the members of the jigsaw-stakeholder groups to introduce themselves to each other and to organize themselves for the one-hour afternoon session where they will be working together to generate and support a position on grade inflation that is consistent with their group's interests. This is done without the prompting and focusing questions that lead off Part 5 in the afternoon. The jigsaw format early in the program provides an additional opportunity for to introduce participants to each other. 
Group discussion and planning for afternoon session. 
[bookmark: _6qwbqie1zwyy]Part 5. What's Our Position? (60 minutes) 
The purpose of this stage is for the stakeholder groups to analyze the problem of grade inflation in the context of their stakeholder group and establish a position on grade inflation. This part will introduce the use of wireless laptop computers for using Internet to locate data and construct the case for their position. 
Participants return after lunch to their jigsaw (stakeholder) groups. Distribute Part 5 and two wireless notebook computers per group. Groups proceed to pursue the questions and data they have identified as important to their case. 
[bookmark: _v8l4ekni3ik1]Stage 6. Formulating a Plan (75+ minutes +overnight for some) 
The purpose of this stage is to regroup and have the different stakeholders become involved in a negotiated proposal on how to deal with grade inflation in a way different from that adopted at Princeton. 
Participants return to their original groups. Show a short 2.1 minute video segment of a University of Delaware faculty senate meeting dealing with grade inflation and then distribute the final (Part 6) assignment. The participants may work on their projects in the evening as time, interest, computers, and space permit. They will have an hour in the morning to prepare before making a presentation. 
If there are six or more groups, the morning presentation session may be separated into two rooms for concurrent presentations to different workshop leaders. 
At the beginning of the breakout presentations, the ground rules need to be stated explicitly:
1. maximum of five minutes (timed with an alarm),
2. no more than four PowerPoint slides,
3. evaluations sheets need to be distributed,
4. and specific peer reporter/evaluators need to be identified.
A couple of minutes of discussion should follow each presentation. To the extent possible, the presentations need to be loaded on the computers ahead of time. 
Distribute a rubric for evaluating the presentations. (Word, pdf)
If time is available after all six presentations, some processing of the 'Experience It Yourself' session can begin, but more will occur if there is a following session on 'What is a PBL Good Problem?'
[bookmark: _ob4dnvryz0ki]Assessment Strategies
Assign volunteers from the audience to formally critique each presentation according to the rubric for oral presentations provided. Additionally, follow each presentation with a general discussion of what was done well and how might the presentation have been approved.

[bookmark: _7vekpkjsi35b]Solution Notes
[bookmark: _v1awcu1o9x0x]Part 1. Definitions generated in groups, identified during January 2005 ITUE Session
1. A neutral or perjorative term that describes what some perceive as the lowering of the value of a grade.
2. Grade inflation occurs when grades are elevated above the usual or established standards.
3. Grade inflation is the artificial increase in assigned grades that indicates a decrease in grading criteria rather than an accurate reflection of student's work or performance.
4. Grade inflation is when an instructor is assigning grades that are not commensurate with what students have earned to achieve a certain grade distribution.
5. Giving a higher mark for an assessment that would have been given to the same standards of work in the past.
6. Grade inflation is a rating higher than that of the historical, established student demonstrations of the learning outcomes. This rating may be higher due to a decrease in evaluator's expectations or simply raising the student scores.
7. At any level, grades are awarded above an approved standard without adequate proof of exceptional performances.
8. Disproportionate increase in grades w.r.t. quality work. It occurs when there are unclear goals, objectives, and assessment rubrics.
9. Grade inflation is demonstrated when work of equal quality receives progressively better grades each successive year and assumes to reflect decreased rigor.
10. Grade inflation is an overestimation of performance based on a subjective assessment of ability.
11. Grade inflation is a decrease in standards in comparison to the past for the purpose of showing higher achievement for students.
12. Grade inflation is a perception that students receive higher grades than is warranted, based on an unspoken standard.
[bookmark: _nkppbnlstmws]Part 3. Learning issues, identified during January 2005 ITUE Session
· How have internal and external policies changed during the interval? (P&T, job security)
· Are values and other changes in society the cause?
· Are the data real?
· What are the potential biases in graph?
· Is the apparent gap between public and private institutions statistically significant?
· Have classroom parameters changed over time? (size, income)
· Percentage of students attending college - changes over time?
· What is trend of student performance - math, writing?
· Metrics? - SAT scores, do they correspond to change?
· How many private schools vs. public schools over interval? Change from 1967 to 2002?
· Have admission criteria changed over this interval?
· What are the numbers of students/graduates over time?
· Changes in student skill sets? - use of technology?
· What is influence of age, gender, other demographics of students?
· Do changes reflect role of technology, etc. on sophisticate student cheating?
· Do data include graduate students?
· Which courses are included? (subdivision of content, speciality courses)
· How have shifting ideas/philosophy of teaching and learning influences grading?
· Are there increased numbers of remedial courses?
· What are the changes in courseload of students?
· Are there correlations with financial pressures on institutions?
· What has happened in primary education/K-12?
· What is the impact of increased diagnosis of learning disabilities and accommodations?
· How are students being assessed? transformation from 100% examinations to inclusion of other graded activities?
[bookmark: _ro0w8vwkjuqf]Part 6. PowerPoint presentations of groups during January 2005 ITUE Session
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