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NOTES FOR A HANDBOOK ON THE MEGAWMANIACAL QUEST FOR MEDIOCRITY (with apo logy to 
Nietzsche) 

211. The university is a precious fragment, a fr agile instrument , where is provided a 
refuge for creativity, for in-depth thinking. Te a ch i n g and the pursuit of knowledge will 
only be served when there is an academy o f ecce n trics. Universi t y facultie s should be 
the sole owners of the world's oil . 

212. The teaching mill (Doctor of Arts program) is f ar wo r se than the diploma fa c tory 
(Doctor of Philosophy program) . The Ph.D. a s a prob lem= what is required is solitude, 
opportunity and ic.agination uns tifled, t hen, perhaps , a very few might have w~ e gi f t for 
conveying some of this accumulated knowledge t o o t hers . The D.A. as a soluti on= to 
teach the art of establi shing transference without anythin g to transfer is absurd. 

213. Blue-collar academicians, unable even to imagine a s p i r a tions o f greatness, now join 
students and community to destroy higher education . Most students and most facu l t y 
should be deprived of the use of 'faculty' toilets. 

214. Is the teacher a mere c a terer to current fash i on? Can there b e 'resource pers onnel' 
without diligent research? A general s cholastic inferi o r ity is based on a doubt t h a t 
s cholastic superiority can exist. Doing one's thing is limi ted originalit y. Those i n 
quest of freedom want entertainment a s a s ubstitute f o r their own inade qua cy. I see 
the prese nt climate of intellectual guilt and fear b e i n g d isguised as a young, . 'wi th-it', 
'on-going ' outlook; activists, petty rebels , trying t o appear avant garde whe n they have 
no grasp of the problems of society. What t h e student wants is accepted as that whi c h he 
needs. Most faculty and s tudents today would not recognize an original idea .if t h ey had 
one . 

215. What is needed is more discipline , not less; academic d i scip l i ne, imp osed t raining, 
rote learnin g .. . the need to sift innume r able stude nts t o f i nd tha t one- in- a - thousand 
capab l e of creative work . The Rous s eau-like n ew left, the college anarchists , a re demand
ing jus t th a t which they say (f eel? ) t h ey oppos e, that i s , an institution gea r ed to t u r n 
ou t stereotypes, not now busin ess-oriented , middle-class facele ss me n, but :rati1er no n- think, 
unstructure d mediocrities. In t he name o f i ndividu alism they are foster i n g conf ormi ty. The 
new we ll-adj usted citizen of freedom is t h e end-product of mas s education d emanded by all , 
be they cast in t he mold of an industrial - military complex or that of nee-romanti c irres-

~ ponsibility. 
' ..-

216. We are faced with a leveling down from a bas0 level: the goal- -the common denominator 
as gauge. Any student is as good a s any teacher in any wa y, form without content, i gnorance 
desiring leade rship that will reflect the ir most blatant bigotries. Any studen t c a n teach. 
But what? Students and dogs needs grass and trees . Teachers and studen t ~ are fa i l ures , 
the student does not realize it, while facul ty ' scholars ' c onti nue t o me a sure their own 
value in the accumulation of r e j e ction slips . 

217. etc . . •• 

--Robe rt Munter (Hi story) 



2 

PROPOSAL F O -? Cli.1-1NGE I N GRA DI NG SYS'l'EM 

Fo r the p u rposes of d is c uss ion a n d d e bate, I wou ld like t o c a l l my c o lleagues ' 
a t t ention t o a grading-change proposal which is cur r e n t l y . b efore t h e Ac ademic Po l i cy a n d 
Plann i ng Commi t tee a nd which, in some f orm, is due to come up in a s pec i al mee ting o f t he 
Senate some t ime in May ; As chai r man of the f a cutly-studen t J ·s ubcomrni tte e tha t d rew up this 
proposal , I am of cours e fu l l y b e h i n d i t , a n d I prese n t it now t..,i th the h ope of a c hievi ng 
bro a d facul t y suppo rt. 

The full report of t h e Subcommi tte e on Grading is d i vide d i n t o t hree sect ions . The 
firs t s e ct ion i s a prop o sa l for a two-p hased pla n, t h e ini t ia l p h as e b e ing a s y s tem of 
stud e nt o __ tio ns a nd t he second phase , t o take effect two years later , being a n e v aluation 
of t h e fir st ph a se wi t h a view toward either kee ping the opti on pla n, reve rt i ng to t he 
o ld grad i n g s y stem , or perhaps converting to s ome kind o f "no-g r ade" sys t em s uch as 
c red i t/no credi t. Und e r the op tio n p lan every student would h ave, in practica l l y eve ry 
c o ur s e , a cho ice of t he f o l lowi ng thr ee g r adin g systems : (1) ABCDF; (2) ABC/n o credit , 
or (3) c r edi t / n o c rP.dit . I do not inte nd t o go into the de t a ils of th i s plan e x c ept t o 
p oin t out tha t t he "gra d e s" o f credi t (Cr ) and no c redit (NC) would not affect the 
student 's grade average. A g r ade o f Cr would simply me an (as i t d oes now) t h a t t he 
stude n t receiv ed uni t s of cred i t, a nd the NC would indi c ate t ha t h e d id n o t r e c eiv e u n i ts 
o f credit . Moreover, so as not to be interpreted as equi Ve.lent t o t h e pre sen t grade of 
F, the NC would not _ b e reco-rded on t h e s t udent's permanent r ecord. The second secti o n 
of the s ubco m,,uittee's report i s a proposal fo r modifyi ng t he present s y stem by libera l i zing 
t he procedure s f or such thing s a s withdrawals a n d incompletes. The mo st i mpor t ant feature 
o f th i s p roposal , h owever , i s t h e p r ovision it makes for exp e rimenta l c ourses and programs 
that c ou ld , provi ded they were approved by the respective college o r s c h o o l, be c o nducted 
e ntir ely on a c r e dit/no credi t b asis. The third and f i na l ' s ection of the r e p o rt is simply 
the subcommittee' s atte nipt t o justify the p r oposals tha t I have out l ine d h ere . The r e a r e 
c opi e s o f this report in the Senat e off ice for those who wish to analy ze t he s e p roposa ls 
and justification s i n detail; however, I sha ll quote below the s ection of jus ti f i cations 
t h a t I th i n k may b e mos t p e r tin e n t t o members of the faculty . It is the s ection e n titled 
"Detrimental E f f ect of Lette r Gr ades on Le a rni ng Process (pp. 11-13): 

The focus h ere will not b e the effect of grades upon the student as h e passes th r o ugh 
c ollege b u t t h e possib l e damag,:j. ng effect s of grades on the actual l earning t ha t t a 'l(es 
p l ace i n the class room. Wi thout citing it in detail, we wish to call atte ntion to the 
evi d ence· i n boilithe Miller Rep ort (Univers'lt y- , of Mi c niganJ ·· a nd- the New Uni v e rsity 
Co n f e r e n ce Re p ort (Un i v e r sity o f I ndian a ) to t h e effect that g rades are unreliable 
dev i ces fo r measuri ng l e a rni ng (Miller , p p. 4- 7, and NUC, pp . 6-7). 'I'he l atter r eport, 
De grading Educati on, s ums up a s fo llows : 

· " Gr ading methods and sta nda rds are much t o o crude, var i able, and depende nt on su.½j e c tive 
f a c tor s to make fi ne distinc tions like that between a B+ a nd an A- mea nir.gfu l. Respect
ab le scho l a rly opinio n sup ports wides pread student opinion on this - -profes s o r s have 
diffe r ent crite r ia o f excellence , or. weigh t criteria d ifferent l y; not only co d i fferent 
p rof ess o rs give- wi d ely var.ying g r a des to the same paper, but the same prof essor, unawa re 
th a t h e i s r e a ding a paper h e has graded b e fore, is likely to give it a di f f e r e nt grade." 
(NUC Repor t , p . 6) 

Th e point we wish to make h e r e, howeve r, is that not o nly do g r ades appear to be u n reli
able i n eva.luating l earni ng , the y ma y actually i n t e rfere 'with l ear n i ng , j u s t as i n s ome 
hi y b l y r e fined scientific e x p e l i menti-; , t h e d e v i c e s th a t are suppo sed me r ely to obocrv e 
a nd me ,:::sur e the e xp e rimen t wil l uc t ually affect its outcome. We s t ate th i s pre mi s e 
t e n tatively here, for it is by no means a view accept ed by e v eryone . Neve r tl'i t::l e s s , i t 
i s a v iew s t r ongly p ut f orth b y ma ny of o u r con s ul t a nts a n d b y the Miller and NUC 

repo r t s. Fo r example, o ne researcher, J oseph J. Schwab, is quoted by Mi ller a s f o l lows: 

"The work can not , b y the f a r thest s tretch of the wor d, be cal l e d willing when it is 
don e p e r fo rce u nder the whi p o f an immin ent i nquisition . It can not be c a lled independent 
wh en it must meet a test arb i trarily set by the same man who s ets t he wo r k . . I t is 
f ai r t o s ay that .i ng e n u ity cou l d not combi ne the inimi cal e f f e cts o f b read- a nd- b u tte r 
l o v e and submi ssion t o the taskma s t e r and i nqu i sitor mo re e ffe ctive l y than doe s t h e 
i nsti tutio n of the t e ach er-set examin a tion . With out i t s r emoval, the p o ss i b i li t y o f 
estab l ishing a s ound t e ach i n g relation with the vast majority of students i s well- nigh 
nil." (Quoted by Miller, p . 7 ) 

Al though th is s tatemen t spe aks more d i rec tly t o examinat i ons t han to grades , t he poi nt 
is the s a me. Ma n y f a cu l ty and students f ee l s t r o n g ly t h a t grades hav e the s ame k i n d o f 
intimidating a n d coe r civ e e f fe c t on l earning a s do examinations . Inde e d , the y .:)Uld 
p o i nt out t hat the " wh i p" Mr. Schwab speak s of lies not so much in the e:rnmin .:. ,)n 
its e l f a s in t h e grade t hat will b e assigned t o i t. Mos t pro fe s so r s wo u ld like t o 
be lie ve tha t the g rade i s of secondary i mportance, th a t it takes a back seat t o t h e 
ac tual education that is b e ing imparted to t h e students, a nd ma ny p r ofes s o r s g e nera l ly 
mak e a point of informi ng the ir s tudents t h a t gra des are n o t as importan t as t il e 

SGbject matte r . But a s Mil l e r p oi n ts o u t: 



"Even trw b .,,s t of our t eachers, whi l e adrni tt.ing that it is p o s s ibl - to 9et t '. e students 
to c a r e about the subj ec t rather than t h e gn1de and that one ca, ov1;:!rcornc Lhe aliE:nation 
of student from te ac'.,e r which the gradi.ng sys t em g -nc r a- es, yet complain that to creat e 
- sound teaching r elatioi,ship ·,vit:ll this much working agai nst them is r,t best very diffi 
cult and at worst only occasiona.lly possible. They cla i m that too much energy is wasted 
in winning the s tudent over, energy that could profitab ly be bet t er di rected in the 
classroom. They s ee the pr e s e n t s y tern of teacher-se t e xamina tions anci teacher-
adininis tered grades as a hind.u r.ce to t eaching." (Miller , . 8) 
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It wi ll be objected that if it \Vere not for "teacher .. -set exarninations '' and "tca cher
admin is t ere d grades" the students would not b e mob.v al::ed to l earn anyth i n g . Undoubtedly, 
this is t rue for some students, but t wo q uestions need to be as l-:ed. First of all, what 
guarantee do we have tha t students are really learni ng anything when they r eceive grades , 
even good grades ·: Secondly, is it not possib le that E~ven when tJ-i.e exte rnal rewards and 
punishments i nherent in grades are r emove d many studen ts wil l find tha t they a ctual J.y 

to learn ·? The variou s experiences with non-graded classes cited by faculty and 
students who app e ared before o ur cornnii-t:tee would s uggest t hat the latter i s often the 
c ase. Many students today are vi t ally concerned about tJ1e course of their mm educa
tion. They want to l earn, but t hey want to learn free ly. They want their education 
to be an active rather t han a passive process; t hey are interested i n the how o f their 
education as well as .the f inal goal. They believe, more and more, tliat if they a re to 
accomplish this k ind of partici patory learning , tl,ey must be free of the coercive 
educational atmosphere which they f e el. is gene:rated by letter grades . And more and 
more faculty t oday would like the opportunity to provide the kind of _fr ee e d ucational 
atmosphere tl1at the se s tudents re seeking., 

Accordi ng to the v ari ous studies that h ave b een made and the various experiments that 
have been tried, it would seem that the c r edit-n o credit system may be the most effective 
wa y to accomplish the elimination of le tter g rades . Perhaps the best exp l anation o f how 
converting t o cred it/no c r -edi.t might contribute tel the type of education we have described 
is given i n t he NUC Report: 

"The student receives c redit for a course when he satisfies the instructor that he has 
completed the course work. The f, tudent I s transcript will simply list the courses he 
has taken for credit . 'I'h ere wi ll b e no r ecord o f cours e s enrolled for but no t completed. 
No grades of any kind will be recor d ed anywhere. 'l'he grades !_ and Y!_ wiJ.l be unnecessary . 
Not c ompleting the work for a course wi ll lead eventural ly to wi t..1-idrawal in fact, f or 
which t he student should i n no way be punished. Abolition of the grading system is not 
the abolition of evaluation. We will be left with t he bas ic evaluation that g r ades are 
a misguided atte mpt to re f i ne- the ins t r uctor's decis ion that a :,tudent has fulfilled 
the bas i c req uirements o f the course. Beyond this minimal requi rem~nt the s tudent 
wi l l be free for self-motivated , s elf-directed, self- evaluated learning; for self
development , creativity, and intel lectual independence. Students and instructors wil l 
be relatively free from tJ1e systematic threat and fe a r so that they can p articipate in 
serious dia logue with each o ther. We do not t..11ink tha t the abol i tidn of grading is a 
panacea. Sel f -developmental educ ation a nd real di alogue will not automatical l y f o llow, 
but an environment will tend to be created which ' makes poss i ble and encourages t':e kind 
o f lear ning and teaching that we all wo1..1 l d l ike to b e a part of. 11 (NUC Report, p .13) 

We are aware that even if the abov e were acknowledged as the ideal, it would be 
impractical t o try to institute i.t ,ow as a campus·-wid e policy . However, we consider 
it irnport c:mt thil t the v alidity of this al ternative be tested. 'fhis should be do:.e in 
addition to allowi ng a credi t/no cre:dit option , for under the option plan the .-:tve rage 
class will st i l l include many students , p -:rhaps most, who are receiving grades , and 
thus the educational atmosphere of the c lass as a who l e wi l l remain substantia l ly u n
changed . v-.1hat is needed is an arr·mgement whereby entire c ourses may be taught on a 
c r edit/no credit, or o ther variant in g rading, bas is. This parti c ular feature of our 
grading policy proposal would al low those professors who w:i.sh to conduct their classes 
on a non - graded basis t o do so, provided they have the n ecessary approval, and it wou ld 
provide those students who desire it a second kind of option- - the opportunity to p a rtic i 
pate in a non-graded course. All i n all, it has the a dvantage of allowing those f a cul ty 
and students who want to try this kind of approa ch to learning to do so while at t he 
same time it does n ot impose on those othe r s who want to continue wi t h letter grades . 

--Prescott Ni chols (English ) 
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