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' CAMBRIDGE — Trevor Coxis in the
throes of his greatest challenge at Harvard
University: a senior hono;s thesis abm_n:

. Matters Abraham Lincoln's wartime
of Honor and got-churning, he says;
— —— it'salso his first Harvard pa-
per that doesn’t fee] like a sham.

“T've coasted on far higher grades than 1

deserve,” said Cox, who has a B-plus aver-

age and leads Harvard's stndent volunteer

group. “1t's scandalons. You can get very
good grades, and earn honors, without
ever producing quality work.”

(Thisis Harvard's dirty little secret:
Since the Vietnam era, rampant grade in-
1lation has made its top prize for students

sraduanngwnhhnnom—vma.ny
meaningless.

LastJ’une, arecord 91 percent of Har-
vard students graduated summa, magna,
or cum laude, far more than at Yale (51
percent), Princeton (44 percent), and other
elite universities, a Globe study has found.

‘While the world regards these students
as the best of the best of America’s 13 mil-

attorney general It's exciting -
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» HARVARD HONORS
Continued from Page Al

Many Ivy League schools now

" limit honors, but Harvard says -

that's unfair, — today’s seniors are
better students than a generation
. ago, and those who do honors
work deserve the distinction.

“After teaching them well, and
after they perform well, would it
really be fair to give them low
grades or deny them honors?” said
Susan Pedersen, Harvard's dean of
undergraduate education.

A Harvard College education is
undoubtedly one of the best in the
world, and at least some of those
thousands of A’s can be attributed
to the fact that the campus is foll
of high-school valedictorians with
perfect 1600 SAT scores who do
superior work

Yet Pedersen also admits that
grade inflation is real. As at many
schools, at Harvard, the Ato F
grading range has unofficially
turned to ap A to B-minus range.
As a result, the university’s current
honors requirements make Har-
vard unique: It inevitably rewards
grade inflation with honors.

“A Harvard graduating class
with 91 percent konors is the most
impressive indicator of grade in-
flation I've seen in a long time,”
said Arthur Levine, president of
Columbia University’s Teachers
College and an authority on grad-
ing. “Rather than singling out who
performs best; they're sigmalling
the 9 percent who perform the
worst. Harvard has done away
with true honors.”

Besides the comparison with
other elite universities, the Globe
study of Harvard’s honors and
grading practices also found:

H Undergraduate honors in-
creased from 32 percent in 1946 to
91 percent in 2001, with the great-
est growth in the 1960s and early
*70s, and then again during the
last 15 years;

B Vietnam-era draft boards
. panicked Harvard students and
teachers, so that inflated grades
became the moral equivalent of
opposition to the war, helping pre-
vent all but 19 Harvard College
men from dying in Southeast Asia;

W 1969 was the defining mo-
ment in grade inflation: SAT
scores for entering freshmen fell
for the first time in years, yet the

T
|

mporl:lon ofAs and B’s shot up
by 10 percent and the rate of hon-
ors continued climbing sharply;

W The arrival of 120 black
freshmen in 1969 — up from 60
the year before, because of aggres-
sive affirmative action — was part-
ly the result of lowered admissions
standards, but was not a primary
cause of grade inflation, as one
Harvard professor contends;

B Graduate-student teaching
fellows have exacerbated grade in-
flation because of their power in
the classroom and a lack of guid-
ance from professors, who are of-
ten consumed with research.

Yet no matter how much grade
inflation drives honors at Har-.
vard, the credential has retained
real cachet in society, It adds lus-
ter to resumes and graduate
school applications, and sticks in
people’s minds during networking
conversations. Corporate recruit-
ers especially value honors —

‘some say they won't éven inter-

view applicants:who aren't cum
laude material, In a tight job mar-
ket, the credential helps 2 candi-
date stand out. And honors is stll
a nice touch for the Sunday wed-
ding pages; Harvard alnmni regu-
larly note that they graduated cum
laude, a cultura] status symbol.
Yet some academic insiders say
that when 91 percent of Harvard
graduates can claim honors, it be-
comes more like a reward for gopod
attendance than for excellence,
“From age 3 nowadays, stu-
demnts compete to get into nursery
school, primary school, high
school, and then Ivy schools, and
each stage they have to present
their credentials: grades and hon-
ors,” said Isaac Kramnick, Cor-

.nell’s vice-provost for undergrad-

uate education, and himself a

1959 summa from Harvard.
-“Now they’re paying $35,000 at

Harvard, and they expect some-

thing to show for it,” he said. “Bat . _

honors cannot speak for itself amy-
more.” .- .

Three wars, one.campus

Between the end of World War .

T in 1945 and Kramnick’s arrival
10 years later, Harvard Yard bus-
tled with men who knew more
about fighting in the Pacific The-
ater than studying for exams. The
GI Bill of Rights had professors

widely fretting about grade infla-
tion for the first ime. If the vets
struggled in class, would anyone
really penalize them with a D?

" Grades did rise, but not dra-

maticafty, and it was largely dueto .
) Harvard setting higher admis-
sions standards, according to uni- -

versity memos from the period.

The Vietnam War, and to a less-
er extent the Eorean War, gave
grades real value. Students needed
good marks to stay in school and
keep draft deferments. Aod some,
trying to avoid fghting overseas,
used A or B averages as a spring-
board to graduate schools. Honors
from Harvard was second onlytoa
Rhodes scholarship for opening
doors.

“Latin honors really helped

people who want-
ed to become pro-
fessors, and many
students did,”
said Eramnick.

As an under-
graduate, Kram-
nick devoured po-
litical philosophy
and hungered for
honors. In 1959,
his work paid off
when he was
among 2 percent
of his clags to earn

summa {com- DerekBok, whobecame
pared to 5 percent Harvard presidentin
last June). Then 1971,saidhe is'worried
came Cambridge aboutthekind of surge
University, a doe- oftop grades that

torate at Harvard, occwrredin 1969-70.

and finally Cor-
nell

Today be keeps his diploma in
his attic to avoid seeming showy.

‘The current honors rate at his

alma mater only makes him
langh; be wonders, if more stu-
dents are striving for honors, are
they less ba.s]:flﬂﬂmnhemmen-
tmmngtt" .

“Summa’s been on my vita for
4] years, but I can count the times
1 bring it up on ope hand,” Kram-
nick said.

The '60s began with Harvard
stuzdents demanding choice: over
the curriculum, over grades, over
Jjust about everything. The faculty,

meanwhile, worried about 2 nar-

row curriculum: English majors.

seeking a broad liberal arts educa-
tion, for instance, shouldn't be
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consumed only w1ﬂ1 Cha.ucer and
Shakﬁpeam

In 1961, professors hit on a
compromise. They loosened hon-
ors requirements by allowing stu-
dents to earn cum 1zude by taking
a range of courses, without actual-
1y doing honoxs work in the:lr ma-
jor.

The move was sxg’mficant
Honors shot up in 1962 by seven
percentage points. Today, one-
quarter of all honors go to these
students who do not earn honors
in their major. It requires only a B
average overall, and not everyone
needs athesis, -

That kind of honom d:snnctxon
seems more than a little flimsy to
most Ivy schools. )

“To be an honors student is to
create your. own
intellectual work
in a thesis or a sci-
ence lab — to have
had a transforma-

tive experience,”

said Jamshed
Bharucha, dean of
the faculty- at
Dartmouth,
. where 40 percent
‘graduated with
honors last
spring.

“If you go to
Harvard, vou are
by definition a
Harvard student,
so we automati-
cally know your
education is
worth a lot —

therefore honors should require

more there than it does at most
places,” said Lee Mitchell, a
Princeton English professor who
has studied grade inflation in
higher education.

High grades took on new ur-

gency at Harvard in 1963 as each -
" Harvard,” said Henry Rosovsky,

week brought rumors of alooming
draft for the war in Southeast Asia.
To avoid it, steady academic pro-
gress was needed, and top grades

would be extra insurance to dis-

suade draft boards- from talung a
Harvard man. '

Graduate teaching fellows
were instinctively sympathetic,
since, as students, many of them
found the idea of 'a draft chilling.
And with more professors caught
up in their own research and pub-

lishing, the twentysomething

‘teaching fellows began exerting

enormous power over grades, to

-the bane of some administrators.

“T don't believe in giving low
grades,” one fellow said during the
first week 'of Epic and Drama, an
introductory humanities course,
in 1963. “Life is much too short.”

At that, students broke into ap-

_ planse, said Jim Metcalf, a fresh-
~man then, who recalled the mo--
".ment. He ended up receiving 2 B
_ ‘mthedass while in some other
courses sevm-alta.ughtbypm-

fessors — he earned C%. (The phys-
ics major ended up graduating
withont honors, “but still had a
very happy life,” he said recently,
with a job at Hanscom Air Force
Base and a daughter now en.ro]led
at Harvard.)

* Anxiety over the war worsened
in 1965-66, when the Selective
Service System sought Harvard's
help in developing rules for draft-

,ing its own students, The request

sickened some professors. But “we
at Harvard felt obliged to cooper-
ate, and did so,” Jobn U. Munro,
the dean of the col]ege, wrote at
thetime. .

Under this arrangement, Har-
vard computed a class rank for
each student based on grades,
then sent the data to the student
to forward to the draft board. Stu-
dents had deferments from the
draft, yet they worried about Ios-
ing them if the war escalated. If
that happened, and a draft board
needed men, high grades and class
rank would be essential to avoid-
ingVietnam.

. “Students realized they needed
evidence to show they weren't just
messing around in eollege to avoid
the draft,” said George Flynn, a

historian and azuthor of “The

. Draft, 1940-1973.”

"I'hewarmstsetoffmﬂanonat

who joined the economics facuity
in 1965. “Professors gave hlgher
gradstopmmctthem. : :
Rosovsky, now retired and
working on a research Project

" about grade inflation with other

scholars at the American Academy
of Arts and Sciences, demurred on,
whether he himself inflated
grades. “It’s a very hard question
for me to answer,” he said. “If I did
anything like that, it wasn't con-
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sciously.”

In the end, very few Harvard
men were called to serve. For Ro-
sovsky, perhaps the most powerful
symbol of grade inflation is above
the pews in Memorial Church pn
campus. There, a small, gold-plat-
ed plaque lists the undergraduates
who lost their lives in Vietnam. It
has only 19 names.

Across from it is 2 huge stage-

facedwa]letchedmththenames-

of hundreds of students who died
in World War II.

“Vietnam was our class-based
war, 00 question,” Rosovsky said.

. :

No time for finals -~

By 1966, many students’ spent
as much time organizing protests
as writing papers. Any high-pro-
file event on campus was ripe fora
demopstration. More than 1,000
students screamed “Murderer!” at
Defense Secretary Roberf Mcl¥a-
mara as he tried to drive through
campus for a speech; he was-final-
ly escorted by police. The next
year, students barricaded a. re-
‘cruiter from napalm-maker Dow

Chemical in Mallinckrodt Lab for ~

several hours, until faculty
“worked out conditions for his re-
lease,” according to one memo
written in the aftermath.

The Social Relations Depart-
ment, a locus of antiwar thought,
even hired outside protesrers to
teach and grade students.

“The TF's (teaching fellows)
went into the streets and hired
people who had no academic abili-
ty at all to run class sections,"said
John Dunlop, a faculty leader and
economics professor atthe time,
who later became US Labor Secre-
tary under Nixon. “There wére

plenty of grading abuses, when
grades were even given.”

The taste of power drove stu-
dents to seek more control over

- education as well. And time-and

again, the faculty bent.

Classes were sporadically can-
celled. In 1967 and ’68, frofessors
encouraged the use of plus and
minus grades; broadenéd options
like pass/fail marks and student-
designed independent study; .and

‘eased tough foreign language re-

quirements. “A flight from

" grades,” as one dean said in"1968.

“Professors were being toldto
get with it,” said Theda Skocpdl, 2
government and sociology scholar
who had just started teaching at
Harvard. “And the professors, in
general, loosened up. Once that
happens, it's very hard fo tighten
backup.”-

There were 50 ma.ny powder-
keg issues on campus that facuity
began retreating deeper into their
labs and libraries. One volatile
topic was racial diversity. Harvard
had been enrolling a few dozen
black freshmen each year, but pro-
testers began demanding more, as

‘well as a degree-granting Depart-

ment of Afro-American Studies.
Harvard aggressively targéted
the nation’s ghettos as part of an
affirmative action campaign in
1968-69. Officials wanted a
broader socioeconomie, as well-as
racial, spectrum. And in the £all of
'69, about 120 black frahmﬂn ar-
rived in the Yard, almost tmca as
marmy as the previous year,
Many of them struggled. Derek
Bok, who became president of
Harvard in 1971, said this was.jn-
evitable for students whose high

. schools were anything but An-

< . ULl Uy cuul

dover and Exeter. “That crested
some academic difficulties He-
cause of the big adjustment to
Harvard,” Bok said.

That freshman class in 1969
had some of the worst SAT scores
Harvard had seen in years. The
top percentile of test-takers. —
mostly white students from prep
schools — had an average of 1561,
down seven points from 1968,.ac-
cording to records. The two lowest

. percentiles — many of them less

affluent and less prepared aca-
demically for college work —
scored 1280 and 1134, a decline of
37 and 28 points respectively.

A weak freshmen class usnally
would lower grade averages, but
the opposite was true in 1969-70.
The proportion of A's and B's over-
all grew by about 10 percent. And



ﬁéng‘:s ‘spiked up. The freshmen
“ﬂf 1969 ended up earning more
lrgnbrs than previous groups —

and they were arguably not better :

épzﬁents, as the nniversity asserts !

y. About 77.5 percent of them
é%ned honors in 1873, compa.red
tf}” 69 percent in 1969.

mdmcephyamlemgradem- .

ﬂaﬁon" Harvey Mansfield, then

AR row a professor of govern- |
foant a.ud g social conservative, :

sa;.ys_yes He argues that the lax
culture led professors and

acﬁmg fellows to indulge their
more- Tiberal sympathies and in-
flate grades in order to create a’
. !’e"&'el‘ pIay'mg field for black stu- ;

zren.ts 'who would have done

'Wnrseth.an whites ¢therwise,
. ‘I‘hzs theory is offensive to
zhaxly and roundly dismissed by
cm:rent Harvard officials. In pri-
vate however former officials say
that brack and white students
Hoth beneﬁted from grade creep
%herl they were on the cusp of a
h1gh§r mark. Academic records
from_the 1960s showthat the draft

andfanultyvota ongra.dmghada. :

rhuch ‘more pervasive impact on
gade mﬂatmn than 120 black

Shrfien sprinkled among hun-

d:eds of classrooms.
“It’s jconceivable that the hu-
mplﬂsewas to not give black .
sfidents D’s, but it doesn't explain
the, _grade inflation up the line,”
Bok 5aid in a recent interview.

- Ma.nsﬁeld still discusses his
wews onmcemﬂ:lehopestbatrt
v.nll sPur 'Harvard into, first, prov-
iﬁg h:m right or wrung, and sec-
ond,ﬂpubhcly acknowledging
g?zﬁe mﬂatlon as a major pmb-

“‘One prof&ssor follows anoﬂ:ler
here — I give high grades 'bemnse

3thers cIo, and I don't want my stu- -

den’cs ’co suffer,” Mansfield said.
¥ ction must be taken university-
w1de.

. What worries Bok more than

. grade_mﬂauon is the kind of surge
of top grades that happened in.
1965770. In May 1970, after Ohio
A aﬁonal Guardsmen shot and_
Kitfed f6ur students at Kent State,”
éheffafzulty made spring finals op-
uonal ‘and went on record sup-
pomng ‘students who were drawn

. away—ﬁom their academic work

“dd into direct political activity,”

é‘&':ordmgto a 1970 facultymemo ‘
*“Thmgs got excessive that

year, ‘Bok said. “I think you can't
force people to conform on grad-

- ifig. buf you can try to find a way
" fo stabilize the number of categor-
- 468 by which you distinguish dif-

fevant students’ work. I think that
&dhversauon could be healthy to-

I—I1s friend and former dean,

Rcsovs}‘cy agrees.

S “One of the problems is that

very ‘few standards are ever dis-

Elfé&ed. What is a B-plus? What is

et -A-minus? It's assumed people

Vil kniow what to do when grad-

iug ButIthmkthat’safau]tyas-
pnon now,He said.

Aor A-minus?
z L“Wheza Bok became president in
: 19’1 the protest culture was ebb-
ing on campus. Many in the Stu-
dents for a Democratic Society —
wﬁo had roughed up deans during
a“takeover of University Hall in
1469, only to be ejected violently
Bypohce the next day — had grad-
nated (with-honors, in some
-cases)g The- “crisis” was passing,
p‘fﬁqmls felt, and an attempt to
needed.
#'One’study by historian Ernest
ﬁiay, a dean at the time, found that
departments graded and awarded
honors quite differently. Bok

fated that. History and literature
-majors like Frank Rich, class of
1971 were able to gradoate mag-
na:vhile some peers in the hard
-S¢iénces were on a.steep grading
cgr_w}e that drove marks down.
: * “This was the period of really
shifting cultural values, and
-grades were a part of that” said
Kich, who is now a New York
Times columnist. “You pramm]ly
had to write (expletive) you’ on 2
Bfuebookto fiunk out.”
> To provide more unity, Har-
vard crafted a core curriculum.
One of the goals was to return
more professors to the classroom
and reduce grade inflation by the
tea.chmgfe]]ows

" Rosovsky, who led this effort as
dean of the faculty, also worked
wxﬁ professors to develop tougher
mles for honors, In their first year,

- 1978, honors declined from 85
epercent to '73 percent. By 1985, it
E&d fallen to Just under 69
t
‘But high grades never really
glid downward. The A grades re-
tufned in earnest in the mid '80s,
and honors took off again, to 80
percent in 1990 and 91 percent
thigpast June,
#+" For students like Richard John,
the obsession with high grades
only grew with time. John, a fresh-

C.H
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hopors would help him in a

crowded academm f1e1d he

d.teamed of summa ;-
John avoided a few legendary
tough graders, and he carefully
steered his way past the Marxists
in his socizl studies department
who demanded more ideology

than he gave. And he benefited

from a faculty enlture that didn't
emphasize careful grading. In one
of Professor Daniel Bell's sociology
courses, John remembers turning
in a paper on economic develop-

- ment that came back more hon-
ored than assessed.

“He didn’t make any com-
ments on it and gave me an A"
John said. “He didn’t have a

" [teaching fellow], which was
good. But I don't think he spent a
lot 6f time on the paper.”

John graduvated magna in 1981
and went on to become a teaching
fellow at Harvard, where he saw
the arbitrariness of grading in a
new light. He and another teach-
ing fellow once argued over hon-
ors for a student who, the other
fellow felt, hadn't properly criti-
cized Horace Mann’s views on
American education ina paper.

“The TF's judg-
ment was based on

shalow, ideclogical . LLS @ good time

grounds, and he -
blocked the sdent 10T [MEW

from getting mag- president,

na,” said John, who

is now an associate Iawrence]
Summers and the

professor of history
at the University of
Ilinois at Chicago. facu[tyto
1 felt she deserved

a magna, and still reconsider how
do. | really feel th . .
ey grade and

quite bad a.bout

that.” give honors.’
RICE.A_R.D JoBxN, professor

Last ‘spring,
after French gram-
mar teaching fellow
Mahalia Gayle had given ber stu-
dents their final grades, she re-
ceived e-mail from two of them
begging for higher marks. One
young man wanted an A-minus
upped to an A becanse, he said, his
¢lass participation was strong and
his homework was always
thoughtful and complete. . .

“We had a long argument but I
made it clear he was getting an A-
minus — one, I had calculated the
grade; two, it was already at the
registrar; and three, I don't negoti-
ate,” Gaylesaid. .

_ "Itwas charming in a.wa.y," she
added. 'Ithmkhe’l] dova:ywellm
Me_h

Corporate recnuters are in-

deed locking for academic stars,

mc_ iyt an-a yolerment ol

very good, but hoTiors] cértainly

helps it along,” smd M.J “Wheble,
national manager of campus re-
cruiting for Deloitte & Touche. “Tt
indicated someone has really
workedhard." :

Over the last decade or so,
deans at Harvard have made stabs
at discouraging grade inflation,
such as regularly informing facul-

"ty about how fast A’s are rising.
But the perogative for controlling
grades belongs to the professors.
And ever since Rosovsky, the
deans have either marched in
lockstep with tradition or chosen
not to take the faculty on.
. The current dean of the col-
lege, Lewis, wrote a memo last
spring linking grade inflation to
better students, but he also
blamed it on “the collapse of criti-
cal judgment in the humanities
and some of the social sciences.”
Yet what can be done? Lewis
wrote, noting the power of the fac-
ulty’s dean, Jeremy Knowles, and
a largely failed effort by Princeton
to rein in grades. Lewis and
Enowles declined comment.

The humanities are indeed a
harbor for A’s, which account for
half of all the grades given in those
classes; humanities professors
teach about 30 percent of Harvard
students. The hard sciences enrcll
a similar proportion and give

more B's, while the social sciences

enroll about 50 percent and fall to-
ward the middle of grading
trends.

Alexandra
Mack, a 1991 an-
thropology major,
received a € in cal-
erlus and a B-mi-
nus in Stephen Jay
Gould’s evolution
class, but recalls
breezing through
one humanities
exam by simply re-
gurgitating the pro-
fessor's ideas.

“The comments
back from tlie pro-
fessor were ‘great
insights, ' great

~— 7 thoughts,’” Mack
said. “T felt, ngladwuthmkrm

" Drilliant, but émon’”

Still, renaissance 11terat‘ure
scholar Stephen Greenblatt, a Uni-
versity Professor in the Human-
ities, says a lack of critical judg-
ment isn’t the issue — it's that
Harvard simply has better stu-
dents than other colleges. He uses
words like “astonishing” and
“amazing” to describe his stu-

0CT 07 2001

dents'papers

‘A very remarkable number of
these projects are publishable
quality,” Greznblatt said. “Is some-
one who graduates summa com
laude at a less selective nuniversity
really the same as a summa at
‘Harvard or Yale?” -

Summa, in fact, is the one hon-
or that Harvard officials have tak-
en steps to protect. In 1996, the
number of highest honors jumped
from 79 (or 5 percent of degrees)
to 115 (about 8 percent), infuriat-
ing some professors. They then de-

" - cided to cap sumnma at 5 percent

and required that these students

earn almost all As, receive an en-
dorsement from a special summa
committee, and almost always
write a thesis or other project.

Yet while Yale and others cap
other honors categories as well,
Harvard worries far less. Cum
laude, which can be earned either
with a B-minuns in the majorora B
average overall, was given to a to-
tal of about 50 percent of gradu-
ates last spring. About 36 percent
earned magna by having a B-plus

- average, usually a thesis, and a

recommendation from their de-
partment,

‘While Harvard and other Ivies
have talked about joining together
0 deflate grades — to avoid a uni-
lateral change that might hurt a
given schools students who apply

- to gradumate schocl — that step

seems unlikely.

“Tt would be hard to mouva:te
our faculty to do something differ-
ent about grading because the
Cornell faculty thinks it should,” .
said Jeff Wolcowitz, Harvard’s as-
sociate dean of undergradua.te
education.

But some say that as long as
grades and honors continue to
rise, Harvard is raising doubts
about the integnty of its own dx-
ploma.

“It’s a good tme for Summers
and the faculty to reconsider how
they grade and give hopors,” said
Professor John, the magna from



1981. “It wouldn't hurt Harvard
one bit to get a reputation for be-
ing tough.” .

President Summers declined to
be interviewed for this article. Of-
ficials say he wants to address un-
dergraduate issues at his inaugu-
., ration on Friday, but Dean-
Pedersen also notes that grading
and honars have not been a major
concern of his. She hopes to at
least start the faculty talking seri-
ously this fafl about the issues of
grading and evaluating students.

Trevor Cox, meanwhile, is
graduating in a matter of months,
and is therefore prone to reckon-
ing. He is among those who say
they would-sacrifice easy honors
for more rigor: More comments
on papers, more challenges from
faculty members, more direction
in his studies, more grades that
made him buckle down. Cox says
he is putting his all into the Lin-
coln thesis, but he knows he won't
" have to sweat it too much. Honors
isguaranteed. = ...

“You'd think m not competi-
tive encugh to care about honors,
but I'd feel dumb if I was among
the 9 percent who don't get it,” Cox
said. “I think magna is within my
reach — which is criminal, really.”

Tomorrow: What it takes to earn
honors @ other top colleges.

Patrick Healy can be reached by e-
mail at phealy@globe.com.
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Harvard's honors system

The Vietnam draft, campus unrest in the late 1560s, and grade inflation have
sapped the university's highest status symbol of meaning, officials say.

1945 enrotment 1961 Harvard 1965 Many .199 Faculty 1969 In April, artiwar protesters 1970 Harvard 1971 tntemal 1973 Hoping to

of World War I facuity eases students, hoping ~ adds fiexibility to  seize University Hall; poiice oust them faculty further report says stop grade
veterans surges;  nules for to avoid the draft,  greding, stoking aday later. in the fall, new affirmative loosens grading Harvard grading,  inBation, faculty
first sign of grade graduating with grow increasingly  concems about action policy enrolls many more black in the face of henors are ermatic  allows greater usi
inflation, former honors. anxious about gradeinflation. - Feshmen. SAT scores for the freshmen  antiwar protests.  and that too of satisfactory/
Harvard President class rank; : class fall sharply, but A’'s and B's It makes spring many graduate unsatisfactory
Neil Rudenstine Harvard sees - increase. finals optional, students are instead of grades.
says. signs of grade : teaching classes.

- inflation. -

St

IB% T T En
1546 '47 ‘48 49 50 Sl 52 'S3 B4 55 56 N
SOURCE: Harvand University archives

1977 Under 1979 Firstyear 1988 Harvard 1996 After 2001 Harvard

Dean Henry of Harvard/ faculty dean bulge inhighest  honors exceed
Rosovsky, a new Radcliffe official wams of grade honors, Harvard 90 percent;
core curticulum ‘Marger; women inflation; A's caps them, new President.
s designed; nies  are nciuded in become appoints panelto  Lawrenca H,
for honors are honors rates. increasingfy review Sumemers @kes
toughenad. common “gytstanding office.
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Sympathetic proféssor‘s and teaching fellows hielped set oft grade Inflition In the mid-'60sin an attempt to keep Hnﬁa.rdktudehts from being drafted. For th.
mpst part, they succeeded, as only 19 students were killed in Vietnam (commemorated on campus, right) compared to hundreds durlngWor?d War ll-(l::;t). ¢
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Grade inflation surged again

: n 1969-70 as students were drawn into direct political a;ctivity. From left: A 1966 protest of a.n appearance by Robert McNalliara;"'
pressure for Harvard to become morg diverse resulted in twice as many black students gaining admittance in 1969; and an anti-ROTC demonstration in 1969,
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! ‘;" HE P n.smlenr and Fellows o E' Hf.:rvnrd Col.lcgc, thh rhc conscnt o
o the Honorable and Revercnd che Boaed of O\ erseets and; acungon

the rccommn.ndwnn of the Facultv of Arts*.md Sclenccs ‘have’ confcrrcd on

A.LEXAND_RA : MACK’
the degree of Bachelor of Arts
, magna cum laudein :Anthropology.

In w 1mcsswhen. of, by authiority duly committedtons, we fiave kertunder piacedaurnamc.s ol
ana’ rhe;ca]s qf Hurvnrd U nwemry and nf Rad‘ti _ﬁ"c Co[fege or lh:smcth day qt_]umrm thz

GLOBE STAFF PHOTOS/DOMINIC CHAVEZ ) -
DespiteaCin mlculus and aB—mJnus in an evolution class, Alexandra Mack said she breezed
through one humanities e simply by regurgitating the professor’s ideas
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For the record .

B Correction: Because of a reporting
error, a Page 1 story Sunday about grade
inflation at Harvard University mischar-
acterized professor Theda Skocpol's ten-
ure there. She did not join the Harvard

faculty until 1975.
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Harvards ho ors fall

OCTOBER 8,

to the merely average

Second of tiwo parts
By Patrick Healy

GLOBE STAFF

The freshmen who arrived at Har-
vard, Yale, and Princeton universities
last month share a pedigree of ?dnv

demic success and dri

Matters ing ambition, yet those at
of Honor  Harvard enjoy special ad-
— vantages for achieving
the Ivy League’s premier status symbol
— honors.

Helped along by grade inflation and
1ax requirements not usually associated

" with top universities, a record 91

percent of Harvard seniors graduated
with honors last June, eclipsing peers at

"13 other elite US colleges, a Globe study

has found.

Harvard's honor roll stunned rival
universities, many of which make ex-
acting, often brutal choices to distin-
guish outstanding stndent work from
the merely excellent, “Hilarious,” the
dean of Yale College said of Harvard's
91 percent. “Can't believe it,” 2 Cornell

. vice provost concurred. “Tt wouldn't

ever happen at Dartmouth,” said the

" dean of faculty at that Ivy, which is

i
aw)

2001

sometimes derided as Harvard's aca-~
demically lesser peer.’

Yale, Brown, and many other elites
now limit honors as a way to preserve
the category’s value.

Yale caps universitywide honors at
30 percent of graduating seniors,
though, when comparing various types
of honors with Harvard's, a total of 51
percent of Yale seniors earned some
form of honors last spring: .

Behind Harvard and Yale is Prince-
ton, where the honors rate this year was
et percent, Bruwn, 42 percent; Dart-
momnth, & 40  percent; Colinbia, 25

percent; and Cornell, 8 percent. 'me
University of Pennsylvania denied re-
quests for the data, saying furnishing it
would violate student privacy.

Elsewhere, 28 percent of Duke Uni-
versity seniors received honors last
spring, while the rate was 20 percent at
ﬁford and 35 percent at Johns Hop-

The Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology doesn't award honors, saying
the sheer value of its degree is distine-
tive.

HARVARD HONORS, Page C7



works at Princeton, and to some
extent at Yale and most other

(V]

HaI vard hono N B
» HARVARD HONGRS percent, it doesn’t signify any- DO O
. Continued from Page BI thing,” said William Chafe, dean
Experts on undergraduateedu-  of the faculty at Duke Universty Top of the class
cation say Harvard’s high honors and a magna cum e - : .
rate indicates a problem with - vardin1962.“Honorshastobere- :;Tjﬁ::?,?; :,;;o ,',fﬂ:,ﬁ:'gﬁm
grade inflation, achievement ex- served for distinetion. It is.a very .
pectations, or both. Even if stu-  strong credential if it's not seen as Ivy League schools
dents are stronger today than  something accessible to every- Harvard ESEENENEREE 91%
when rates were lower in the past, ~ body.” Yate IR 51%
as Harvard argues, academic in- But Harvard officials say that Princeton KRN 44%
tegrity requires honors to change they and all universities award Brown [ 42%
with the times, experts say. honors differently, and its faculty Dartmourth IIEEEN 40%
“The Harvard students simply gives honors only to students who *Columbia I 25%
aren’t that different from the  mmeetstrict requirements. - Comel BE%
Princeton student and the Yale Most Harvard departments re- "Penn Not avalale
student,” said Arthur Levine, quire high grades, research pa- Non-lvy League schools
president of Columbia University  Pers, and a senior thesis for hon- Tufts MG 52%
Teachers College. “Honors has ors. In 1996, the faculty took its BU I 39%
clearly taken on a new definition one and only step toward joining Johns Hopkins TR 35%
at Harvard. They should be much ~ the trend toward honors limits, BC MY 29%
more candid about that* - ‘capping summa cum laude at 5 Duke N1 28%
Honors is a widely coveted  percent of graduates after a bulge Stanford J20%
prize among the nation's student  in the highest honor category. Yet MTO
elite, a credential that helps open  the college worries less about the For Columéaa Colege, by, the argest
doors to graduate schools and the growth in magna cum laude, mwhum
power suites of business and gov-  Which requires at least a B-plus s e e e
ernment. It's also a faculty’s most ~ average, and was given to 580 stu- * Perm does not relers heners data, o does 1
piercing tool for judging students dents graduating in June (40 mmm mt:;mﬂa_'ﬂs
and tracking their intellectual de- percent of those receiving hon-
velopment. ors). Cum laude, which requires SOURCES: The universities; Globe staff research
But concerns about grade infla- either a B-minus in the majorora GLOBE STAFF GRAPHIC
tion trends have led some schools B average overall, was given to I I T L T L LR AL
tomphonorssoitdoesnotrewa:d more than half of those earning
puffed-up grades. honors. |
The Globe study foundﬂm:t un- “1 don't think 91 percent hon-
checked grade inflation has long ors is & problem,” said Susan Pe-
been Harvard's worst-kept secret, dersen, Harvard’s dean for under-
but officials have done little to graduate education. “The faculty
stop it. They've also done Little to ~ decides what is appropriate hon-
slow honors rates, which are ors work in each field. I wouldn't
based on grades, casting doubt on want a system where students as-
whether honors from Harvard has pire to honors work, and then are
much meaning any longer. told they don't make some arbi-
“Harvard has a problem with ~ trary, internal cat.”
what honors signifies. At 91 Yet that is exactly how honors



schools. Harvard’s system, mean-
while, guarantees honors to al-
most any student who receives at
leasta B.

“The Harvard undergraduates
I'm grading are excellent stu-
dents,” said Professor Theda Skoc-
pol, who is renowned both as a po-
litieal sociologist and a relatively
tough grader. “T don’t hesitate to
give Cs and D', bt there are not
all that many students who de-
serveit”

Yale College Dean Richard
Brodhedd sajd his students pro-
duce exemplary research papers
and probing lab experiments as
well, often reflecting the young ge-
nius that Harvard sees. Yet Yale
makes sharper distinetions among
accomplishments.

“Tt certainly isn't true that few-
er Yale students do honors work
than Harvard stu-
dents,” Brodhead
said. “Harvard sim-
ply chooses to reward
91 percent of them.”

_ In the late 1980s,
Yale faced a burst of
cum lande diplomas
“that gave us con-
cern, though it wasno't
as egregious as what
Harvard sees,” Brod-
head recalled. Yale
had been awarding
honors based on grade-point aver-
ages; in 1988, it switched to cap-
ping summa cum laude at the top
5 percent of seniors, and limiting
magna and cum lande to the next

. 10 and 15 percent, respecuvely

With these caps in place, Yale
officials say, grade inflation is far
Jess likely to end up boosting hon-
.ors rates. Yale, like most schools,
doesn’t tell professors how to
grade, though it urges them to
give A’s only for outstanding work.

Brodhead was skeptical that a
small minority of Harvard stu-
dents are performing at a notably
lesser pitch than the vast majority.
“One does wonder about that 9
percent at Harvard not doing hon-
ors work,” he said. “I mean, really.
Really.” :

At Princeton, all students must

complete a thesis and perform re-
search to graduate. Each aca-
demic department, meanwhile,
sets a formula and cutoff for hon-
ors, and may require extra forit —
high grades and good marks on
comprehensive exams, for exam-
ple.

Nancy Weiss Malkiel, Prmoe-
ton’s dean of the college, said she
and some professors have tried to
rein in grade inflation and “make
plain what it takes to getan A,a B,
and so on.” Her research found
that at Princeton grades began to
mise in the early 1970s; the honors
rate, however, has been fairly con-
stant, in part because depart-
ments shift the formula as grading
trends change,

“Not every excellent student
does his or her best work all the
time,” she said. “We need to make
more discriminating judgments
about that work — about the dif-
ference between very good, and
outstanding, work.”

Here is how Professor Lee
Mitchell judges: He takes all the
papers by his Princeton literature

‘students, lays them on the floor,

rearranges them from strongest to
weakest, and grades accordingly.
Visualizing a spectrum of grades,
rather than grading in a pile, helps
him give honest grades, he says.

Mitchell probed the grade in-
flation issue a few years ago when
he was chairman of the English
Department. Among other things,
he noticed that soine teachers, es-
pecially young ones, felt their ten-
ure and salary prospects would
rise if they received high marks
from students on class evalua-
tions. High grades have just be-
come routine, he says, disputing
the idea that students are simply
better today tha.n they were dec-
ades ago. ’

’Wea.lllﬂ:e'aoﬂnnkwe‘reget— .

ting better,” ke said, “but I've been
teachmgforISyears.Thetewas
nogoldenage”

Every spring, about 25 Prince-
ton English professors sit in their

conference room and

‘Honors has
clearly taken on
a new definition
at Harvard.’

ARTHUR LEVINE,

president of Columbria
University Teachers

debate exactly where
to draw the honors
line. The results can
be brutal: A 92.07
grade point qualifies
students one year,
and it may be higher
or lower the next, de-
pending in part on
grading trends and

[y
s

College 1nflation. “Although

students may have an

A average, they still

might not get honors,” Mitchell
said.

Harvard’s high honors rate is
an offshoot of grade inflation, he
contends, and won't abate until
the administration acts.

“There has to be a collective so-
Thrtion within a camnpus,” he said.
“I don't see anything short of uni-
versity legislation and leadership
that can solve this,”

Mabhalia Gayle has seen both
the Harvard and Princeton honors
system in action, and says Prince-
ton’s is more rigorous by far. Like
almost all Princeton undergrad-
uates, Gayle was required to write
a thesis. She earned mostly A's and
A-minunses and won & few aca-
demic prizes as well — and then
had to go up against other stu-
dents in her department for hon-



ors. She got it

~ Now, as a Harvard graduate
student in French, she says some
undergraduates have come to ex-
pect grade inflation, while others
are simply cut more slack for the
work they do.

“At Princeton, if you write a
bad thesis, it's noted,” she said.

.*Here, you get points for any-
thjng." - R

Cass Sunstein, a University of
Chicago law professor, recalls
higher stakes at Harvard in the
early 1970s, when he was con-
sumed with writing his thesis asa
student.

“] have to confess that I was on
the cusp of summa, and some of
my teachers were very disappoint-
ed that I didn't get it,” said Sun-
stein, the anthor, most recently, of
Republic.com. “T felt a little em-
barrassed, actually.”

A leading Harvard literature
scholar, Stephen Greenblatt, says
many students today turn in work
50 exceptional that it's worthy of
publication. He recalls one thesis
last year on how Russian writers
maneuvered around censorship
rules during the past two centur-
ies. Another recent thesis drew on
unpublished Suffolk County pro-
bate records from the 18th and
19th centuries to tell the story of
two slaves who fought for their
own emancipation.

“There are lots and lots of peo-
ple like this who are very gifted,”
Greenblatt said.

Yet even in the highly selective
Ivy League, 2 nearly universal
honors system is wrongheaded to
some.

“If almost 100 percent of the
popu.lauon gets honors, it may
suggest it doesn’t mean anything,”
said Jamshed Bharucha, dean of
the faculty at Dartmouth.

In Bharucha'’s Psychological
and Brain Sciences department,
the worthiness of an honors pro-
ject or thesis depends on method-
ology: Can the student's scientific
hypathesis be measuréd and prov-
en? Are the measures valid and

" relevant? Honom-quahty work, he

says, comes from close working re-
lationships between professors
and students — which not all en-

joy — and requires support from a

broad array of the department’s

Dartmouth students can also
earn general honors based on
grades, though this is limited to
the top one-third of seniors.

As one redress for grade infla-
tion, Dartmouth employs an un-
usual strategy: Each student re-

ceives two grades per course on -

the transeript, the earned one and
the median grade in the class. If 2
student receives an A in a class
with a median A average, people
can note that the A stands for aver-
age.

“That cuts right to the chase of
grade inflation,” Bharucha said.
“Anyone reading a transcript can
gain a greater sense of what
grades and honors mean.”

Susan Pedersen, the Harvard
dean, said she thinks Dartmouth's
grading approach is “a reasonable
thing to do,” but it may serve to
sink the transcript in a sea of letter
grades rather than preserve its in-
tegrity. Harvard faculty members
considered a plan like Dart-
mouth's, but it ﬂoundered in aca-

denic commlttes

More than a technique like
Dartmouth's, Harvard needs “self-
scrutiny” by its own professors
about their grading habits, Peder-
sen believes., “We need more dis-
cussion within departments,
working with students, about
what professors consider grades to
mean,” she said.

Indeed, academic insiders like
Bharucha have a much more so-
phisticated understanding of hon-
ors than many corporate recruit-
ers. Both sets of people place a
high value on honors, yet admis-
sions officers in higher. education
— who realize the depths of grade
inflation — know that the creden-
tial can sometimes represemnt easy
A’s rather tha.n distingmshed
work.

*To be able to say ‘rhax I gradu-
ate from Harvard magna cum
lande certainly doesm't hurt,” said
Columbia’s Levine, “but it doesn't
mean as much to graduate schools
— because every student we get
from Harvard gradnated with
honors.”

Yet MLJ. Wheble, head of cam-

pus recruiting for Deloitte &
Touche, said that honors is one ex-
ample of excellence that she and
her colleagues expect from appli-
cants.

“We want to be sure we're hir-
ing the best candidates, and hon-
ors are a first cut for us,” Wheble
said. “We won't talk to people with
GPA’s lower than an A in some -
groups, or A-minus in gthers.”

Especizally in a tough economy,
honors remains an easy, depend-
able way for recruiters to separate
the wheat from the chaff, Wheble



added. 'We like to look at the Ivy"
League and top- liberal arts
schools,” she said, “and honors is as

waytobesuretha.twerehmng_

the very best candidates.”

Wheble said she was surprised |
to learn Harvard bad such a high:
honors rate, but assumed that by ;
their mere presence at the univer- -
sity, students were capable of hon-
ors work. A

Among professors, views about
grades and honors bave chan,ged
over time. When Tuufts Provost Sol © :
Giftleman was a.baseba]l-obssssed
freshman at Drew University in *
1952, be received two grades on
his first paper: an A, for content,~
and an F, because he misspelled -
“cight” and “negroes.” Last spring, :
the students in his Writing About
Baseball class were allowed to re--.
write papers several times. Gittle-
man graded the final products.

“It’s a sign of better teaching —
do you know how much time kids
have to take rewriting papers?”
Gittleman said. He ended up giv-
ing six A’s and eight B’'s. “No one
did less than B work. We get kids |
today with 1450 SATs. Why does
that kid have to get a C as partofa -
bel-shaped curve?” .

Cornell may stand apart as an :
Tvy where students are less driven
by honors. Only 8 percent gradu-
ated with distinction last spring.
Officials say many seniors had
grades that were in the honors '

ballpark, but chose not to under-

take meeting the requirements for .

honors.

«Some feel it consumes too

much of their class time and ener-

£y, while others want to take alast .

stab at courses they haven't ex-.
plored,” said Isaac Kramnick, Cor-
nell's vice provost for undergrad-
uate education. He added that

one-third of students attend Cor--

nell's land-grant agricultural col-
lege, and fewer of them seek hon-

ors than other Cornell

undergraduates.

The Cornell government de-
partment has about 150 seniors
majoring each year, about 15 of
whom are honors stndents. A stu-

dent must have a B-plus/A-minus -

average at the start of senior year
to qualify as an honors candidate.
Each writes a thesis, and three
professors each assign scores for
originality, research, quality of ar-
gument, style, and writing. Scores
rapge from 1 to 10: low means no
honors, while high can mean sum-
ma. .
=Sometimes the average thesis
score of one reader is a 4.5, and
another is 8.2,” said Kramnick, a
government professor, who gradu-
ated summa cum lande from Har-
vard in 1959 and is critical of his

.alma mater’s high honors rate to-

day.

“There can be real, very long
debates, especially when deciding
what's a summa versus a magna.
But this is the diploma we're talk-
ing about. Honors is our prize in
higher educgtion, and we need to
be very, very careful with it.”

Patrick Healy can be reached by e-
mail at phealy@globe.com.
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Harvard needs more “self-scrutiny” by its own professors about their grading habits, says Susan Pedersen, the school's dean of undergraduate education,
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Cornell's Isaac Kramnick, holding his undergraduate summa
cum laude degree from Harvard. “Honors is our prize in higher
education, and we need to be very, very careful with it.”
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Harvard asks

faculty to justify
grading methods

By Patrick Healy
GLOBE STAFF

For the first time, professors at Harvard Uni-
versity have been asked to justify the grades
they give students as the university launches its
toughest examination yet of grade inflation.

Susan Pedersen, dean of undergraduate edu-
cation, gave faculty members a January dead-
line to explain their grading practices in writ-
ing. A committee will review the data and
recommend whether changes to grading should
be considered.

The plan was announced at a private faculty
meeting last week, following a Globe study re-
vealing that decades of grade inflation have

made it much easier to graduate with honors,

- More than half of Harvard's grades last year
were A's and A-minuses, and a record 91
percent of students graduated with honors in
June. Yale, Princeton, and other Ivy League and
nationally ranked universities had far lower
rates of honors, the Globe found.

" Pedersen did not discoss honors at the facul-
ty meeting, but the new president, Lawrence H.
Summers, said through a spokesman afterward
that he was “very concerned about both honors
inflation and-grade inflation” and would consult

* HARVARD, Page BS

15

4

gl 4

TUESDAY, OCTOBER 23, 2001

-



“ QCT 232001

Harvard asks faculty members

to justify grading methods

» HARVARD
Continued from Page Al

with professors about the issues.
He declined to comment farther.

The pattern of high grades and
near-universal honors indicates
that professors are not assessing
students as critically or rigorously .
as the university’s elite reputation
would suggest, education special-
ists warned in the Globe study ear-
ly this month. .

Deans have previously warned
the faculty about the upward
trend in A’s. But some professors
say Harvard has sent mixed sig-
nals about the seri-
ousness of grade in-

flation. In the past, ‘Dea]mg

for example, officials grade inflation

suggested that stu-

inflation. The Educational Policy
Committee, which is made up
chiefly of administrators and fa-
culty,will discuss the data in the
spring.

Deans would clearly like pro-
fessors to grade more carefully
and rigorously, but the officials
cannot impose any new grading
standard unless they or Summers
want to start a dispute within the
faculty. The faculty largely dic-
tates academic policy and has tra-
ditionally enjoyed bread indepen-
dence in how it evaluates
students.

Short of challeng-
ing this prerogative,
the deans and Sum-
mers can only direct
departments and

with

dents receive more requires committees to study
leeway in dropping . the issue, build a case
classes, an option stu- kllOWlIlg the for a proposed policy
dents sometimes in-. [T change, and then use
voke when the threar €XtENE OF it. the bully pulpit and
of a bad grade looms. Roperick Private meetings to

This latest review MacFarqurar Persuade the faculty

is the broadest and Chairman, government to vote for it.

most explicit attempt
in years to rein in
grade inflation, Har-
vard officials and professors say.
“Tm not aware of anything un-
toward going on in our depart-
ment, but we're under some pres-
sure now to show it,” said Oliver
Hart, chairman of economics de-
partment.
= Qwer the next few weeks, aca-
demic departments will receive
data on their grading histories and
patterns. Professors and graduate-
student teaching fellows are ex-
pected to describe the ways in
which they assess and mark stu-
dent work, as well as to explain
grading trends that may suggest

Many professors
support the grading
review, though they
generally add that they think
grade inflation is not a major
problem. Many also see them-
selves as fairly tough graders who
give high marks only because their
students are academically extraor-
dinary. Whether a problem truly
exists, and how it might be solved,
will become clearer once they see
Pedersen’s data, they said.

“Dealing with grade inflation
requires knowing the extent of it
— have your grades risen from C-
plus to A-minus, or from B to B-
plus? Is it big or small?” said Rod-
erick MacFarquhar, chairman of

department

B

LAWRENCE H. SUMMERS
Expressed concern

the government department.

Like other department lezders,
MacFarquhar said it would be in-
appropriate for him to instruct his
faculty members on how to grade
their students. “All you can do is
get professors to recognize that
as a problem,” he said.

Lawrence Buell, who heads the
English department and once held
Pedersen's job, said his chief con-
cern is that grading practices vary
by department, making grade in-
flation a problem in some classes
but not all. He said he believes
Harvard should adopt an anti-in-
flation strategy used by Dart-
mouth College and some other

schools: Students receive tran- -

scripts with two grades for each
class: the grade earned by the stu-
dent and the median grade in the
class. This way, graduate schools,
corporate recruiters, and profes-
sors themselves know when an A

20
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is a common grade or a rare one.

Harvard professors considered
this idea several years ago, but it
ultimately died in committee.

The outcome of the new study
will depend in large part on Sum-
mers, given that deans have failed
to solve the problem on their own.
Summers says he wants under-
gradnates to meet high and rigor-
ous academic standards, but
whether grades will become part
of his agenda is unclear. A data-
driven economist and former US

treasury secretary who is known
for forming his ideas on the basis
of evidence and then quietly per-
suading others to see his point of
view, Summers has been reluctant
to speak publicly about the issue.

For example, after Pedersen
unveiled her plan at the faculty
meeting, a professor asked the
president for a comment on grade
inflation as well as any other aca-
demic matters.

It was his debut meeting as
president, yet rather than make a

Wl

splash he was characteristically
circumspect. -

“These are important discus-
sions and right now. I have obser-
vations on international relations
and grade inflations, but I am go-
ing to defer those observations un-
til next time,” he said, according to
an unofficial transcript of the
meeting. The next meeting is on
Nov. 13.

Patrick Healy can be reached by e-
mail at phealy@globe.com.
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