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Guidéelines and Concerns
Regarding Plus’Minus
Grades

The following statement was prepared by the
ACES Undergraduate Educational Policy
Committee. In 1993, the UIUC Senaterevised
the campus grading system to include plus
and minus grades (Section 70 of the Code of
Policies and Regulations Applying to All
Students). The new grading system became
effective Fall 1996. While there are some
important positive attributes associated with
therevised grading system, there have been
several issuesraised regardingitsuse. These
Issues affect many students and are a sour ce
of complaintsto advisorsand the College.
Studentsreport that they are sometimes
unawar e of the grading system used in a
cour se until theend of the semester. Others
report that theinstructor changesthe
grading system during or at the end of the
semester. Still othersreport that a different
grading system isused in the same cour se
taught by different instructors. Wor se yet,
some studentsreport that different grading
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systemsare used in different sections of a
cour se taught in the same semester. And
finally, students are concerned that thereis
no mathematical balanceto a grade of A-,
since A+isequal to an A in the computation
of the point hour ratio.

ACES Undergraduate Educational Policy
Committee hasreviewed the plus-minus
grading system and the variousissues that
have been raised. UEPC fully embracesthe
rights of theindividual instructor to use
whatever grading system he or she deems
appropriate, within therules of the campus.
The use of a plugminus grading system is
determined by theinstructor. Students may
be awarded grades on a scalethat includes
only A, B, C, D, and F.

UEPC encouragesall instructorsto establish
the grading system for the course prior to the
start of the session, publish the grading
system asa part of the cour se syllabus, and
not alter the grading system during the
progress of the cour se.

UEPC also encour ages multipleinstructors
of the same courseto be consistent in using
the same grading system.

UEPC encouragesinstructorsto delete A-
from the grading scale if plugminus grades
are used. Thisaction would eliminatethe

" penalty" of A- when thereisno equal
"reward" for A+.

UEPC recommendsthat the same grading
system be used in multiple sections of a
cour se taught during the same semester.
UEPC has forwarded a recommendation to
the Collegeto request a changein GPA
calculation. The current system that isused
can createerrorsin rounding, so that 7 hours
of B+ and 7 hoursof B- result in a 2.99 rather
than a 3.00. Instructorsand others should be
cautious in making decisions based on GPA
when small differences among students may
be dueto calculation error rather than
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per for mance.

ACES TEACHING
SYMPOSIUM

Dr. M. Susie Whittington from Penn State
will bethe keynote speaker and wor kshop
leader for the second annual ACES Fall
Teaching Symposium. Thethemefor this
year's symposium is Cognitive Challenges for
Today's Students. Dr. Whittington has
conducted variousresear ch projects at Penn
State, Ohio State and the University of Idaho
that address opportunities given by
professorsfor studentsto think at higher
cognitivelevelsduring class. The premiseis
that if studentsareto acquire and enhance
higher level thought processes, then
instructors must teach and test at those
higher levels. The symposium will include a
presentation on cognition plus small group
activitiesto help instructor s assess their
cognitive level of instruction and implement
cognitive strategies.

Registration materialswill be distributed
Aug. 1. The symposium will be held on
Friday, Aug. 20, 8:30 a.m. -1:00 p.m. at the
L evis Faculty Center.

|
Getting Started Right —
A Good Course Syllabus

Starting off right for thefall semester (or the
start of any teaching activity) beginswith a
good cour se syllabus. Asinstructors, we are
actually not even required to have awritten
syllabus, once the courseisapproved by
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campus. That approval may have occurred
year s ago!

Why have a cour se syllabus? Think of the
syllabus as a contract, or a pre-course
agreement. Theinstruc- tor provides
sufficient information for the studentsto
know what is going to happen, what each
party of the contract is expected to do, and
what theresultswill beif the termsof the
agreement are not fulfilled.

Instructor Information Most syllabi begin
with what theinstructor will do. By sharing
pertinent information about the instructor
and any teaching assistants, the messageis
sent that theinstructor isavailableto assist
students as needed. Be car eful — indicating
" office hours" of one hour per week for a
cour se with 100 students sends the message
that theinstructor isNOT willing to meet
with students! But providing a web board, e-
mail address or chat space can bean
excellent opportunity for studentsto ask
questions and receive feedback.

Cour se Objectives The most important
content of the syllabusisthelist of course
objectives. Hereiswheretheinstructor says
" Thisiswhat you will learn. And if you show
me you have lear ned this, you will passthe
course." Objectives can be broad, but they
must be written so that cour se topics and
daily classtopics can betied back to them.
Classtopics help students (and the
instructor) keep on-task and on areasonable
timeline. And the daily schedule helps
students plan for reading, homework, papers
and examinations. It isonly fair to let
students know, at the beginning of the

cour se, what is expected and when.
Assignments Students turn to this section
first. What do they haveto do in the course?
All cour se assignments should belisted on
the syllabus. Remember, the studentsare
entering into a contract, and they deserveto
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know every expectation up front. Additional
details of assignments can be distributed
later if necessary, but the outline of expected
work should be on the syllabus. Assignments
must be aligned with the cour se objectives.
Students should be able to see how each
assignment contributestoward their learning
and toward theinstructor's assessment of
how well the objectives are being met.
Grading Grading criteria must be congruent
with what was approved for the cour se and
any department regulations. The grading
scale must appear on the syllabus, and must
not be changed during or after the course! Be
clear about the use of plus/minus grades.
Each evaluation of a student'swork should
contributeto the student's ability to evaluate
hisor her own work mor e effectively. Timing
isalso important; will the student have
sufficient knowledge of the progress being
made in the course prior to the deadline for
dropping the cour se?

Excusesand Errant Behavior Not every
concern can be anticipated, but it is helpful
to beready for common concerns such asthe
late paper, missed exam, or illness. The

cour se policy should beincluded in the
syllabus, but be prepared to temper the strict
written version as needed. Includea
statement on academic misconduct,
indicating that students areresponsible for
under standing the campus Code (Section 33)
and that the Code will be followed.

A clear and complete syllabus paves the way
for good communication throughout the
semester and prevents surprises and
disappointments along the way. Good
communication during the course helps
prevent confrontation at the end. A well-
written syllabusisworth the investment!
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New Gen Ed Cour se
Proposed

Darrel Kedler has been awarded a Gen Ed
Cultural Studies Course Development Grant
for AN SCI 110, Living with Animals and
Biotech- nology. Professor Kesler will be
revising the cour se to meet Gen Ed
requirements and submit the cour se for
approval during the 1999-00 academic year .
When approved, thiswill be only the fourth
ACES cour se accepted for meeting the
Cultural Studiesrequirement of the Gen Ed
curriculum.

|
Teaching Enhancement
Seminars The May-June issue of
Academic Programsincluded a
response sheet for suggesting
topicsto be addressed in Spice
Box Seminarsfor 1999-00. If
you have not taken thetimeto
complete and return theform,
please take a moment to do so
now. Thanks!!

An Experience with
Contract Grading

Adapted from The Teaching Professor, April
1999.
In contract grading, studentstypically select
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what

gradethey want and at the same time see
how much and what type of work isrequired
for the grade. They " contract" to dothe
work. It's an approach that makes some
different philosophical assumptions about
students, lear ning, and assessment. The point
of thearticlereferenced below isnot to make
the philosophical case, although key points
are mentioned and the article contains
references to piecesthat more completely
addressthe philosophical issues. Here the
focusison how a biology faculty person used
a"streamlined" kind of contract systemin a
non-majors biology lab. It'san interesting
example.

In thiscourse, lab instructor and faculty
member Harold J. Grau graded student
performancein three areas: 1) quizzes; 2) lab
hand-ins (in this case written work, sort of
lab reports but with some differences); and
3) out-of-lab experiences (viewing videos and
reporting on them, completing computer
simulation exercises). Under theterms of this
contract, in order to get an A, students
needed to pass five quizzes, complete five lab
hand-inswith three receiving a check-plus,
and complete five out-of-lab experiences with
a check-plus needed on a designated two. The
contract requirementsfor the other grades
are specified in the article. A total of eight
quizzes wer e given, and there were seven
possible lab hand-ins and six out-of- lab
experiences.

The streamlined part of the contract was
Grau's use of check (equivalent to C or
better), a check-plus (equivalent to A), and a
U for unsatisfactory work. He used this
approach because it de-emphasized grade
numbers, thereby encouraging both the
students and faculty member to be focused
on mastering the material and completing the
required number of assignments. He also
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believed the approach streamlined the
instructor'swork by reducing some of the
bookkeeping aswell asthe number and
intensity of student grade grievances. Best of
all, hefound it was a quicker and more
efficient grading system because it eliminated
the need to allocate multiple points acr oss
different categories.

Rather than just worrying and wondering
whether these two important variables
compromised cour se quality and

per formance standards, Grau developed a
comprehensive system to test the contract
grading systems. He graded student wor k
using both histraditional approach and the
new streamlined grading scheme.

Grau concluded from the analysisthat the
streamlined contract grading system isfair to
the students and does not compromise
standards of evaluation. Although any given
student would likely have received a grade
that was slightly different (either higher or
lower) from what he or shewould have
earned with a traditional grading scheme, the
average gradeswerevirtually identical
between the two grading schemes.

Grau reportsnot all student feedback was
positive. On an end-of-cour se evaluation, one
student described the grading system as
"kind of crazy." But then perhapsa bit of
crazy isjust what's needed to help cure
student complacency.

Reference: Grau, Harold J. (February 1999).
" Streamlined” contract grading— A

per formance measuring alter native to
traditional evaluation methods. Journal of
College Science Teaching. 254-258.

Participate in North
Central Workshop
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Seven faculty from ACES participated in the
annual North Central Teaching Workshop at
|lowa State University. Theworkshop is
sponsor ed by the North Central Academic
Programs Section. Those who attended from
ACESwere: Le Tian, Agricultural
Engineering; Vince Gabert, Animal Sciences;
Sandra Rodriguez-Zas, Animal Sciences,
Patrick Tranel, Crop Sciences; German
Bollero, Crop Sciences; Joe Har per, Human
and Community Development and Robert
Hudson, Natural Resour ces and
Environmental Sciences.

Thethemefor the 1999 conference was
Communications Acrossthe Curriculum.

| owa State has been conducting a wide range
of activitiesto support the improvement of
students communications skillsin all areas
of thecurriculum. A clearinghouse of

cour ses, strategies and programsis located
on the project web site. http://www.ag.iastate.
edu/grants’/home/html

Theinvolvement of ACES faculty was
supported financially by the Gardner
Teaching Enhancement Endowment and the
departments of the participants.

L eader Shape 1999

The College of ACES isfirmly committed to
thetotal development of our undergraduate
students, including opportunitiesfor them to
acquire and refine leader ship skills. Each
year the College supportsthe participation of
selected under graduate studentsin the

L eader Shape program. Twelve studentsare
participating in thissummer's program.
During the week-long event, students
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participate in various workshopsto learn
mor e about their own abilities, learn new
skills, and develop plansfor applying what
they learned in student organizations and
activities. Activities such asthe ACES New
Student Welcome are a direct result of

L eader Shape participation. Thisyear's
participantsincluded: Laurel Barmore,
ACE; Kimberly Bartlow, ACE; Cindy
Boston, ACE; DaVon Carter, HCD; Michael
Gunderson, ACE; Amy Matthews, HCD;
Paula Meeker, ACE; Sarah Pfeifer, ANSCI;
Jack Riewerts, ACE; Jennifer Smith, NRES;
Mark Uchanski, NRES and Jeremy
Williams, ANSCI.

Champaign Unit 4
Summer Mentors

Faculty and staff from ACES participated as
mentorsfor the 1999 Champaign Unit 4
Summer Mentor Program, a science
program for teacherswho want to enhance
scientific literacy skills by working with
mentorsin labs of UIUC. Theprogram is
sponsored by Cham paign Schools Science
Center, Chicago Section of the I nstitute of
Food Technologists, ACES, and the
Departments of Crop Sciences, Food Science
and Human Nutrition and Natural Resources
and Environmental Sciences. Participants
from ACESincluded Marv Carbonneau,
Dianne Noland, John Hassett, and Robert
Novak from NRES; Patrick Tranel, and
Lane Rayburn from CRSC; and William
Artz and Karl Weingartner from FSHN.
Kris Campbell, FSHN, isa coordinator for
the program.
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|deasfor Teaching
Enhancement Seminars

Student ratings of coursesand instructors
should serve as one sour ce of evidencein
deter mining ar eas wher e we can improve.
The ACES teaching enhancement seminars
in 1999-2000 will address | CES questionnaire
itemsthat receiverelatively lower " scores’
from students. Thefollowing isa partial list
of ICESitemsthat arefrequently used in
ACES. Please mark thoseitems (or many as
you want) that receive lower scoresor that
you would like some assistance in making
improvements. Thereisalso room to make
additional suggestionsfor teaching
enhancement seminar topics.

Once you have completed the survey form,
fold it so that thereturn addressisvisible
and drop it in campus mail. Thanksfor your
assistance.

1. Wasthe progression of the course logical
and coherent from beginning to end?

2. Clarity of objectives and purposes of the
cour se.

3. Instructor's classr oom performance

Daily preparation: excellent/poor

Vocal delivery: excellent/poor

Clarity of presentation: excellent/poor
Ability to answer questions. excellent/poor
Enthusiasm for teaching the subject:
excellent/poor

Ability to arouseinterest and stimulate
study: excellent/poor

Explanation of subject matter: excellent/poor
Apparent knowledge of the subject: excellent/
poor

Organizational skills: excellent/poor
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Availability to students: excellent/poor
Fairnessin grading exams. excellent/poor

4. The main points of lectureswere clearly
under stood.

5. Instructional materials

Text: useful and helpful/useless
Homework: useful and helpful/useless
Use of blackboar d/over head transparency:
useful and helpful/useless

6. Laboratory Assignments content and/or
length

7. How helpful did you find the Labs/
Discussion instruction?

8. Were Labs/Discussion coordinated with
classwork? and important to learningin this
cour se?

9. Did this cour seimprove your
under standing of conceptsand principlesin
thisfield?

10. Quizzes and Exams

L ength: too short/too short

Difficulty: too difficult/too easy

Fairness: very fair content/unfair content
Grading: fairly graded/unfairly graded

11. Workload for the cour se credit given: too
much work/too little work.

12. Appropriateness of examsrelativeto
cour se content.

13. Amount of work required for the credit
ear ned.

14. The grading proceduresfor the course
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were: very fair/very unfair.

Other suggested topics

ACADEMIC PROGRAMSisa publication
of the College of ACES, Academic Programs,
University of Illinoisat Urbana-Champaign.
Permission isgranted toreprint all or any
part of thispublication, with appropriate
credit to the source and the author s of
individual contributions. Academic
Programsis also accessible at: http://w3.aces.
uiuc.edu/acad-prog/goodteach.shtml

104 Mumford Hall, MC-710

1301 W. Gregory Drive

Urbana, IL 61801
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