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As we seek to improve student performance and retention, it is tempting to allow grades to drift upward.  This doesn’t serve students well in the long run, but how can we ensure we each personally haven’t been doing this?

When I started student teaching, my cooperating teacher told me that it is not kind to give a student a grade that was not earned.  I was a bit shocked, but upon reflection thought she was probably right.  Now that I teach at a community college, and have students who supposedly passed pre-calculus in high school, but clearly do not understand fractions, or x-intercepts, or even the basic size of numbers, I have decided that she really was right.  The students are angry when they realize that they need to take developmental mathematics—and even angrier when they somehow avoid placement safeguards to enroll in a class with prerequisites and find that they have wasted time and money only to get a D or an F.  
So how can I avoid falling into this teacher trap?  

Administration:  
Part of it is considering the school administration when taking employment, or when serving on a hiring committee for a new dean.  Do teachers seem to be supported?   Is learning valued? Do candidates seem to feel that math is an unnecessary barrier to good jobs, and that students should be able to get a college degree without all that math?  Do they suggest that a good teacher can help any student pass calculus if the teacher only spends a little extra time outside of class with the student?  Do they indicate that a quality teacher always gets high ratings from all students, and that a student’s self esteem is improved by passing classes?  Does a class that gets all A’s prove that better teaching has taken place than in a class with a variety of grades?  
My brother, who teaches 6th grade in a public school system, asked me whether I am under pressure from administration to pass students along.  A colleague who used to teach at a university said that there was a lot of pressure to give all A’s and B’s to graduate students so that they would continue to enroll and pay tuition at that university.   I have always been most fortunate that my administration has not followed these practices, and take care to volunteer for hiring committees.  
Similar exams for the same content, and watching grade patterns:  
For me, the safest way to prevent unconscious grade inflation is to give similar tests for the same course objectives.  If the math department has decided to change the syllabus and course objectives for a class, then I alter my assessments to cover the new syllabus, but otherwise I have several forms of my exams, and occasionally compare them with tests I gave years ago on the same topics.  

After recording grades for each quiz and test, I turn the answer key over, and on the back make a tally of the number of A’s, B’s, C’s, D’s and F’s, the range, the top three scores, the number of absent students, and the date (Winter, 2004; Spring, 2005; Fall, 2008).  I give partial credit, and decide ahead of time how many points I am going to give for what part of the problem, so that I will remain consistent in that area, and not be tempted to give more or less credit based on my personal relationship with my class or with my administration or colleagues.  
The pattern of grade tallies helps me decide what is working and what isn’t.  Often the pattern is bi-modal, reflecting the fact that some students attend class and study and others don’t.  I think about the spread of grades, and mentally compare it with the homework and attendance of the class.  I watch for evidence that my exams have been compromised, with high exam grades that do not match student homework or student comments during class discussion.  

I love to try new ways of teaching, and look at student grades both on individual exams and  overall course grades to see if the extra effort seemed to pay dividends, or if there was a lot more work on my and/or the students’ parts but no real change in the grades.  If we adopt a new textbook, or decide to allow calculators on a placement test without altering cut scores, is there a change in grades in either the course using the new textbook or with students placed into that class, or in the next course up?   Usually the pattern of grades stays the same, but if there is a marked shift that isn’t explained by attendance/ homework turned in, then there has to be a reason.  If it is due to some new teaching technique, like pair-share, or tying the distance formula to the Pythagorean Theorem, or using an application to introduce the concept rather than doing  the algebra first and the application second, then I am more likely to repeat the tecnique in future classes.  As students move from my class on to a higher class, I watch for their future success.  

Common Course Finals:  

In our largest courses, we have college-wide comprehensive finals.  There is no universal agreement on the weight of the final, and there have been finals that have been better written than others, but I do appreciate these exams. I encourage students to take the test seriously. I let it be worth ½ a unit exam, because there are only ten questions, and  it has to be taken on a certain day, with no arrangements for sick children. While the results are reported to the college in the aggregate, I get back individual scores for my own students.  My separate average is not reported to anyone but me, so that there is less chance of pressure from above for any reason, but I value it so I myself can do some comparison with the rest of the students taking the exam.  I also hope to see that a student’s overall course grade has some relationship to his or her grade on that comprehensive final.  Because it is multiple choice, there is a chance for luck, but I am happiest with the exam when overall, there is a one-to-one correlation:  my D students get D’s, my A students get A’s, and only a few grades up or down a couple (Did the student come to class sick that day?  Did he or she study particularly well for the final?) 
I don’t want to fail all of my students, and I don’t.  Neither do I want to lie to a student and say that he or she knows the material when that is not true. I respect my colleagues, and check my grade spread against that of my colleagues, as well as looking to see how my students fared as they went on to take higher courses.
There are many aspects to making sure that grade drift doesn’t take place in my classroom, but I believe students are being treated fairly if, like a quality camera, I give as true a reflection of how the person understands the material as is possible.  I also want any student who gets a C or better in my class to have a fighting chance of passing the next class up, no matter who teaches the next class, nor in what college the next class is taken.  As my students go into the workforce, particularly as surgeons, or builders of bridges and roads, or as teachers of my grandchildren, I love to find that my students are capable people who do their job well. 
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