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“the liberal arts now live in an increasingly pre-professional world in

which they are all too often denigrated and dismissed.”: Indeed, higher
education itself is the subject of much skepticism: polling has shown that
the proportion of Americans who believe college has a positive impact has
decreased by fourteen percentage points since the beginning of the decade.z
While some of this skepticism is the result of skyrocketing tuition costs, the
public’s frustration with higher education might also be a product of its
shifting purpose: whereas a half-century ago the vast majority of first-year
students saw college as a platform to “develop a meaningful philosophy of
life,”s the public, including students, now perceive it primarily as a means
of economic security.4 In short, it has gone from a public good to a private
good; or, put crudely, when it comes to an education, the only outcome that
matters is the income.

Lamentable as this may be, classroom practitioners would be wise to
consider not just reality, but also possibility: What can be done to rescue
and revive a sense of learning within such a hostile climate? And, must the
liberal arts and the pre-professional world be mutually exclusive, at logger-
heads, opposite each other?

I n the introduction to Zeal’s inaugural issue, Bernard Prusak notes that

Against Traditional Grading

Ultimately, by its design, the classroom is an undoing of the project
of learning, education, and career preparation itself. For learners, especially
those new to or historically unwelcomed in higher education, the classroom
can and should be an opportunity for self-exploration, a space to build self-
advocacy skills and career readiness, and an environment of care. Yet, re-
gardless of one’s beliefs in the ultimate purpose of higher education—be it a
space for critical inquiry, a site of ideological sharpening for a world that
demands nuanced ideas, a conduit for professional advancement and eco-
nomic security, or some combination of these—the very bedrock of
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assessment in higher education is anathema to student success. Grades
undo learning.

My predominantly working-class students are surprised to be con-
fronted by the cognitive dissonance they have for years accepted: the system
of assessment they so readily acquiesce to—and even defend—will almost
certainly be irrelevant in their professional futures, no matter what their
path. (Ironically, the one path for which this is the exception is if they pur-
sue a career in education.) I ask those of them who are employed: When was
the last time you were graded by your supervisor? Students unwaveringly
note that they were given feedback, to varying degrees, instructed through
conferencing or other means as to how to improve. If we accept the align-
ment of the classroom with the broader public—liberal arts, public human-
ities, practical humanities, or even workforce preparation—why then would
we continue to enforce antiquated systems of assessment that reduce stu-
dents to artifacts?

The problem is multifaceted, so what follows is but a step toward a
solution. I offer an implementable hybrid contract grading model, one that
de-emphasizes the mechanizing, de-humanizing rankings of traditional
grades that stifle learning, all while emphasizing fortifying techniques to en-
gender students’ sense of self-advocacy essential to navigate their post-un-
dergraduate journey. As Michelle D. Miller notes in this forum, while grades
are not inherently negative, the attention given by students and instructors
distracts from the ultimate objective: learning. This approach is designed to
foster a sense of agency and accountability while also freeing students from
purely outcome-driven, corner-cutting, numbers-based grading systems so
that they can focus instead on learning.

A Hybrid Contract Grading Model

The idea of contract grading, where students select their grade at the
outset and uphold a set of agreed upon expectations or deliverables
throughout the course, is nothing new. Scholars like Fran Hassenchahl
(1979) and Elmer Dickson (1974), lamenting the educational pitfalls and ad-
ministrative labor of traditional grading, wrote about its possibilities nearly
a half-century ago. Similarly, and inevitably, hybrid models of contract
grading would proliferate to reflect the wide range of needs and approaches
present for instructors and learners. Jane Danielewicz and Peter Elbow, for
example, offer a baseline of “B” for adherence to all objectives and an “A” to
reward mastery and exceptional work.5 Building upon this work, I present
a model that similarly combines student choice with instructor discretion.
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But before the details and design comes the delivery. How can we get skep-
tics on board?

Students, given their longstanding experiences with assessment,
tend to balk at the idea that each of their papers will not be graded, or that
they will be choosing their own grade. To meet this doubt head on, I begin
the semester with a claim on the board for my class to discuss: Students
would learn more if we did away with grades. I give them no other instruc-
tion but to disagree or agree with the statement and explain their rationale.
Without fail, I am met with looks of incredulousness and bafflement at what
initially seems to be a trick question. Questions abound: But how would I
know I am learning? How would I know if I am doing well? To that I re-
spond, What do I learn about you or your abilities from a “B”? Does your
GPA reflect your intelligence? After critically engaging the shortcomings of
traditional grading, we can begin to discuss the value of feedback, clear eval-
uations, and expectation-setting. Further, the stage is set to depart from a
system that ultimately undermines their ability to acquire knowledge. We
can now proceed.

On the very first day, as with most contract grading models, students
are given an overview of their options and expectations. The contract is es-
sentially “the quantity of satisfactory work a student promises to complete
during the term,”® a clearly delineated number of essays with varied word
counts for each level, along with low- and high-stakes assignments neatly
packaged in tiers. The catch: They can only select “B,” “C,” or “D”; no one
can select an “A” at the outset. They are informed that they can, however,
apply to be considered for promotion in the middle of the course. In doing
so, a student must submit a document similar to a cover letter that asks
them to explain how and why their performance is exceptional and demon-
strates mastery. This document is at once a reflection upon one’s content
acquisition (which is an essential part of metacognition?), and an exercise
in self-advocacy. What have I learned? How can I best show it? Since I pri-
marily teach writing, the document also reinforces the importance of recog-
nizing audience and tone in a variety of contexts.

A** B C D
Paper #1 Paper #1 Paper #1 Paper #1
Argumentative || Argumentative | Argumentative | Argumentative
Essay Essay Essay Essay
Min. 5 pages Min. 4 pages Min. 3 pages |Min. 2 (full) pages
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Paper #2 Paper #2 Paper #2 Paper #2
Reflection Reflection Reflection Reflection
Essay Essay Essay Essay
Min. 1000 words || Min. 800 words | Min. 700 words | Min. 600 words
Paper #3 Paper #3 Paper #3 Paper #3
Research Paper|Research Paper|Research PaperResearch Paper
Min. 5 pages Min. 4 pages Min. 3 pages Min. 3 pages
Six sources four sources | three sources | three sources
Revision of Revision of Revision of Revision of
Research Paper|Research Paper|/Research Paper Research Paper
— 1500 words — 1200 words — 1000 words — 1000 words
Paper #4 Paper #4 Paper #4 Paper #4
Email Assignment|/Email Assignment|Email Assignment{Email Assignment

TWO TWO ONE Conferences Not
1-on-1 confer- 1-on-1 confer- |1-on-1 conference Required
ences ences
Paper #5 Paper #5 (Proposal Not (Proposal Not
Research Paper || Research Paper Required) Required)
Proposal Proposal
Two absences Three absences | Four absences Five absences
max max max max
Paper #6 No Petition No Petition No Petition
Petition for “A” — Required Required Required
paper (150-250)

** Breaches of Contract:

1. Lateness/Absences: Going beyond the absences in your contract.

2. Unfulfilled Deliverables (late or unsubmitted work; unfulfilled re-
quirements)

3. Plagiarism

A central takeaway from this hybrid structure is a harsh but essential
reality to confront: effort is not everything. Proficiency and aptitude do hold
a necessary weight in our world. An “A,” I tell students, is a designation of
both exceptional output and aptitude, achieving or approaching mastery in
specified abilities. This means, in a practical sense, recognizing a student
with exceptional organizational skills, superior research identification and
integration abilities, and other writing-specific competencies. I often share
with my students that I have spent thousands of hours on the basketball
court in my lifetime, but the closest I ever came to professional sports was
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sitting comfortably in an arena, quite far from the court. Practice does not
make perfect; however, it does build proficiency. Although perfection is an
illusory goal, improvement is an expectation. This is the shared work of the
writer and the instructor, with feedback being the primary means through
which it is possible.

Regardless of one’s choice in contract, the approach to feedback is
the same. (In fact, when I am reviewing a submission, I am unaware of a
person’s contract choice until after I gather my comments.) Each student
receives a bulleted summary of strengths and areas of focus or improvement
for revision, essentially developing a narrative by semester’s end. These be-
come points of discussion and further elaboration during one-on-one con-
ferences. Subsequent revisions may be accepted with understanding that
the initial draft will always receive the most feedback. In more ambitious
semesters, the narrative evaluations have become the foundation for end-
of-semester reflection assignments where students self-assess and remark
upon their progress in areas identified at the outset of the semester.
Whether one is being considered for promotion to an “A” or has requested
a “C,” the feedback aims to give students language about their own abilities.

Combining this approach with mid- and end-of semester conferenc-
ing, this hybrid approach also encourages the following features:

. Accountability: Contract grading, Christina Katopodis and Cathy N.
Davidson note, reinforces “one of those major life skills: taking responsibil-
ity for your own project management and work flow.”8 To add, at least half
of employers think that the most important attributes of students are
“Drive/Work ethic,” “self-confidence” and “ability to take initiative.” In the
classroom and out, this approach encourages learners to deliver on an in-
tentional promise. Through conferencing with an emphasis on humanizing,
which Sindija Franzetti writes about in this forum, accountability becomes
a theme where students are essentially sharing their own progress with their
own path, rather than purely reporting back on directives by an instructor.

. Self-advocacy and negotiation: Integrating features that offer learn-
ers the chance to exercise more control over their experience is a corner-
stone of this hybrid approach. During conferencing, students are encour-
aged to think critically about their own performance, including discussing
their possibilities for promotion and explaining extenuating circumstances.

Considerations and Caveats
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One might claim that this approach and its emphasis on post-profes-
sional success represent a capitulation to neoliberalism, a surrendering to
the mission then-Governor Ronald Reagan started more than five decades
ago to make higher education a jobs training ground and nothing more. It
might be said that contract grading reinforces “credentials, obedience and
the sorting of have and have-nots” by requiring students to choose their
place on a tiered system as a centerpiece of its design.t° Indeed, contract
grading by design incorporates levels, but this approach does so in a way
meant to promote learning and an especially pressing need to prepare stu-
dents for the world that awaits them.

Attention to these dynamics by the liberal arts and humanities is par-
ticularly pressing in this current moment, especially as it relates to an equi-
table society. At the onset of the decade, Black and Hispanic families saw a
significant dip from the middle class (about a fifth), while only half as many
from lower income levels saw an increase in earnings.'* Hernandez and col-
leagues find that Black men and women on the whole are expected to nego-
tiate less when searching for employment.12 Not responding to these reali-
ties is both disingenuous and even irresponsible; to wit, nearly half of my
students, whether they are financially independent or are still living with
their families, have an annual family income of less than $25,000.13 Thus,
focusing on the practicality of how student learning in all classes will trans-
late in a climate often hostile to those systematically marginalized within it
embodies the true humanistic spirit of our work.

What I am responding to is an opportunity to inculcate skills that
translate beyond the classroom, skills responding to everyday needs inside
and outside of the academy, skills that empower students to be advocates
for their own success. By design, this approach promotes critical inquiry and
self-reflection while also integrating a pragmatism that can help students in
need. In a time of transition for the liberal arts, our challenging of tradi-
tional grading structures presents a unique opportunity to find harmony
where there is often discord: We can meet the institutional challenge of ca-
reer preparation while also maximizing learning in the process. Indeed, our
present demands it.
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