Volume 11
Issue 1
January
2019

Lander University’s

Article submissions encouraged.
Send articles to: sgrund@lander.edu

Become An Effective Teacher & Save Your Valuable Teaching Time and Energy
Center for Effective Undergraduate Teaching (864) 388-8426

Contested Grades and the
“You Earned It” Retort
A common rhetorical move we
professors make when students object to a
grade is to reframe the discussion. We’ll say,
“Let’s be clear. I didn’t give you this grade.
You earned it.” And if it were appropriate we
might underscore our zinger with a smugly
snapped Z. But stop and think about it.
When we make the “you earned it” move,
it’s simply an attempt to shift the debate
away from the fairness or interpretation of
our standard and onto students to justify their
effort by our standard, which really wasn’t
their complaint.

standards,” we say. “If you failed to live up
to them, that’s on you.”

I’ll admit, too, it feels good to make this
quip, but it’s also a bit of a lie because it
assumes a lot of things that just aren’t so.
It assumes, for instance, that my standards
possess a crystalline lucidity that students
always understand (and not just on the day
I explained them). Imagine how it sounds to
a student when I say, “I covered this on the
very first day” or “It’s right there on page 14
of the syllabus.” Unless my standards have
been front and center at all times, this will
sound exactly like what it is: a fine print
“gotcha.”
The “you earned it” comment also assumes
I never once had to make any subjective
borderline calls while grading. And who
can say that? Nobody’s standard or rubric is
definitive. Fuzzy borderline calls are what
we’re paid for. Otherwise, we would have
been replaced by Scantron robots long ago.
Or think of it this way. Most university
professors have a great deal of freedom in
selecting the material, the course design,
the text book, the teaching methods, and
the grading standard and its application.
Sometimes we can even dictate the time of
day the course is offered and the classroom.
All down the line we get to make subjective
decisions about how the game will be played.
But when a student cries foul, we jump back
into objectivity. “These are the immutable

“I don’t like this word. I would have put
it another way.”

standards are challenged, but it only serves
to sour the conversation and exasperate
students. Moreover, it’s probably never once
motivated students to change their attitude
or approach toward learning, which is really
what we want. In the end, taking the time to
go over our standards and why they matter—
even if it’s for the 20th time—is always a
conversation worth having. It’s what makes
us educators rather than evaluators.

“I don’t see much of a difference
between excellent and good.”

Steve Snyder is a professor of humanities at
Grand View University.

“I wouldn’t have set the rubric up this
way. Too few categories.”

Steve Snyder, PhD; Contested Grades and the “You
Earned it” Retort; Faculty Focus; December 14, 2018;
[ https://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/educationalassessment/contested-grades-and-the-you-earned-itretort/ ] December 20, 2018.

And let’s face it: anyone who thinks his
or her standards are beyond reproach has
never had colleagues apply them in a gradenorming session. Here’s what you’ll hear:

“I’m sorry, but grammar and presentation
really do matter.”
The parsing of meaning, the hairsplitting, and the tedious wordsmithing that
accompanies one of these sessions are all the
proof you need that assessing student efforts
is never objective. If our colleagues can so
easily misconstrue our standards, imagine
how students see them.
There’s just no getting around it: we
are all biased judges. And students know
this. Yes, we had them do some work in
relationship to a standard. Yes, we tried to
apply that standard fairly and make it as
clear as possible, but in the end the system
we subjectively put in place played a not
insignificant role in giving them that grade. It
must be especially galling to students when
we pretend to be impartial functionaries
constrained by objective standards at the end
of a process that we owned and designed.
They probably feel exactly like we do when
a dean or administrator shrugs and says,
“I don’t like it any more than you, but the
policy is the policy. My hands are tied.”
Maybe we should retire the “you earned it”
zinger. Sure it feels great to say when my
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Backward Design
As instruction design trends shift
toward focusing on learning outcomes,
the Backward Design model1 of course
design has gained prominence. Rather than
beginning the course development process
by designing instructional strategies,
Backward Design starts by identifying
learning outcomes and assessment methods.
Stage 1: Identify Desired Results
To achieve effective instruction, course
design should start by clearly identifying
learning objectives. The driving question at
this stage is: what is worthy and requiring
of understanding? This stage often requires
narrowing the scope of what can be covered
in a course by filtering out those concepts or
objectives that “clutter the curriculum” to
allow students to master the most important
concepts without overburdening them too
many ideas at once. As criteria, or filters,
to help select the ideas to teach, you might
look at each objective and
consider to what extent does
the idea, topic, or process: (1)
represents a “big idea” having
enduring value beyond the
classroom (see also Big Ideas
and Threshold Concepts);
(2) resides at the heart of
the discipline; (3) requires
uncoverage; and (4) offers potential
for engaging students. Completing this
stage will ensure that the final course
design accomplishes the task of “framing
instruction around enduring understandings
and essential questions.”1 See also Course
Objectives for more on how to develop and
articulate outcomes for students.
Stage 2: Determine Acceptable Evidence
The next step is to identify how to know
whether students have achieved the desired
results. The driving question at this stage is:
what counts as evidence of understanding?
Consider a range of assessment methods, such
as projects, portfolios, task performance, and
papers, not just quizzes and tests. See also
Evaluation of Learning and Assessment
Strategies. Completing this stage will ensure
that the final course design accomplishes the

task of “anchoring instruction in credible and
educationally vital evidence of the desired
understandings.”
Stage 3: Plan Learning Experiences and
Instruction
The final step is to plan instructional activities
that will help students achieve the desired
results and prepare them to demonstrate
their learning. The driving question at this
stage is: what learning experiences and
teaching strategies promote understanding,
interest, and excellence? Completing this
stage will ensure that the final course
design accomplishes the task of ensuring
that “coherent learning experiences and
teaching will evoke and develop the desired
understandings, promote interest, and make
excellent performance more likely.”
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