 “Prof. Marino, Why do you do that”
I’ve heard the question, “Prof. Marino, Why do you do that” concerning the way my classes are designed and run. So, it seemed good to write up some questions and answers.  You might think of this as a FAQ about my classes.  (“FAQ” is web-speak for “Frequently Asked Question” :)

1. Why are your courses so hard?
1.1. Summary.  You deserve it because God deserves it.

2. Why do you have to different things to get a D, C, B, and A?  Why can’t we just take some tests and do a paper and then average them together to get a grade.
2.1. Summary.  In my experience (10+ years) many students do poorly on everything, squeak by with a D or C, and in fact learn nothing.  If you’re going to get a D or C you should at least know some of the basics.

2.2. There are several reasons that I use a tiered or multi-level grading system as opposed to an averaged grading system but first a little background.

2.3. A little background.  Below are typically assignments for each grade level.

2.3.1. D: 

2.3.1.1. Achieve at least an 80% on a short answer test on a glossary of terms (available on my web site).  The questions are a combination of wrote memorization (which is important) conceptual understanding.  They get four opportunities to achieve this.  If they don’t they have the opportunity to retake the class.

2.3.1.2. There may also be some small, class participation projects or the like.

2.3.2. C: Write several essays short answers to specific questions based on the class reading.  These need to show a basic understanding of the authors’ ideas.  That is they are descriptive and/or comparative.  They need to be in proper MLA format with acceptable form, style and grammar or the document is not accepted.  This must be accomplished at an 80% level.  One resubmission is allowed.

2.3.3. B and A: Write one or two formal “Research and Analysis Projects” (RAPs – “phat,” Eh?).  An understanding of appropriate positions on a given issue and a analysis of the positions must be demonstrated.  They need to be in proper MLA format with acceptable form, style and grammar or the document is not accepted.  The B is granted for work at the 80% or better level and an A at the 90% level.  Again, one resubmission per document is allowed.

2.3.4. * Typically, there is some extra-credit in the form of interesting projects, etc.

2.4. Why I use a tiered grading system.

2.4.1. The first reason is that it is that some material in any subject is essential and foundational.  You need to know basic vocabulary and concepts.  This is usually the material that challenges you in the test, excuse me Data Retention Surveys (see below).  It seems to me if you know the material at the covered in the D section of our course you should be able to talk to an expert in the field for a least 20 minutes convincing them that you have actually taken the course.  

2.4.1.1. Consider the following example.  In a course one takes some multiple-choice (multiple-guess) tests and get about a sixty (but half of this is sheer statistics so it is really about a 30).  One also does a paper on which it is hard to get below a seventy.  The result is that one receives a D or C in the course and knows virtually nothing!

2.4.1.2. I would much rather have you focus on the fundamentals instead of doing a paper.

2.4.2. The second reason is that I teach students on a variety of different levels.  Some are extremely well prepared while others do not even know what the name of the course means (quite literally!).  Also, and even more importantly, students enter my classes at all different levels of motivation.  A tiered system allows me meet students where they are and help them develop with the most efficient use of my time and theirs.  I try very hard to motivate all my students to face the realistic challenge of going for an A, but many are happy with a C.  They can focus on what they want and I can focus on those students who need extra help either to gain the basics or to push to the highest levels.

3. Why do you have cumulative exams on the entire course instead of unit exams on sections?
3.1. Summary.  If you say you have taken a course, you should know all the fundamental material in it, not just part.

3.2. In the real world, you need to have an overall grasp of things.

3.3. It seems this is one more way to dumb down students while artificially inflating their self-image.

4. Why don’t you use more group projects?
4.1. Summary.  Every group project I know of has ended up being very unfair.

4.2. I have never been in or heard about a group (and I have spoken to many, many students) project in which the work was not – in spite of both the professor’s and the (at least most) students’ best efforts – unfairly distributed.  At the end of the day a few students do the work while all the students profit from it.

4.3. I will grant that group projects teach cooperation.  

4.4. I will also grant that under ideal conditions, they could be of some value, but this occurs so rarely it seems better to invest limited resources elsewhere.

4.5. I will further grant that they help students escape responsibility and do make it easier for instructors to grade.

5. Why do you call your tests Data Retention Surveys or DRSs?
5.1. Summary.  It’s funny (!

5.2. This is a (semi) sublimated response (from Freudian psychology, don’t email me, look it up!) to political correctness and the often silly responses that our culture takes to issues of stress.

5.3. The joke is that since we are not having tests you should not be having test anxiety.  In the same way that when we rename federal taxes “contributions” and abortion “choice” the reality seems to slip away.  I hope you realize that in all cases it doesn’t, even if for some it may seem like it.  When it does, you are being de-educated”!

6. Why do you give out glossaries of terms we need to know?
6.1. Summary.  It save you time, so you can focus on what’s important.

6.2. Your time is extremely valuable.  In the information age, it would be especially silly not to make the basics of the course immediately available to you.

7. Why do you not like multiple choice tests?
7.1. Summary.  Because in a classroom setting they very rarely are ineffective measuring instruments.

7.2. The assumption here is only partly correct.  I think properly designed multiple-choice tests can be very useful.  The SATs and GREs are somewhat good examples of useful multiple-choice tests.  These have had rigorous scientific analysis of their questions with large samples of students.  They are also sufficiently long to minimize the guess factor.  Most multiple-choice classroom based tests do not benefit from this very strong level of development and large size.

7.3. Further, in the classroom setting, on a four option multiple-choice test your average orangutan should score about 25% correct without reading the questions.  (More in some cases, if he or she knows that most instructors make “C” the most used answer.)  

7.4. Even further, in the real world, you are not given choices, but you are expected to know things without being queued. 

7.5. So then, practical classroom based multiple-choice tests are often poorly designed, too short, involve a large element of luck, and are poor preparation for reality.

7.6. Thus, I use short answer fill in the blank evaluations.

8. Why will you not accept documents unless they have acceptable form, styles, and grammar?
8.1. Summary.  You should learn this in other courses.

8.2. You need to be able to communicate.  This is not optional for a college of seminary student.

8.3. You have had all of this in other courses.  We also have tutors, grammar programs, etc. to help you.

8.4. I would be a poor steward of the Kingdom to spend my time correcting form, style, and grammar when we have specialists employed to do just that.

9. Why do you allow re-submissions and re-testing (Oops!  Re-DRSing!)?
9.1. Summary.  I want you to learn, not merely jump through hoops.

9.2. Our job is to have you learn not jump through hoops.  We often learn from our mistakes.  Therefore, I want you to try until you get it right.  Unfortunately, there are practical issues of finite professors and the like, so there is a finite amount of re-submissions and re-DRSing.

10. Why do you use those numerical outlines?
10.1. Summary.  One.  Two.  Three.  Four.  Four point One.  Four point Two.  Four point Two point One.  (
10.2. I like outlines in general because it forces one to think more rigorously and logically.

10.3. It allows me to direct students to very specific points in class notes very quickly.

10.4. It allows students using my class notes in different formats to coordinate more easily.  (For instance, some of my visually challenged students enlarge the text on their computer screens resulting in different page numbering from non-enlarged formats.)

10.5. I like the numerical as opposed to the old Roman numeral, capital letter, Arabic numeral, small letter, etc; outlining system for the following reasons.

10.5.1. It is easier to follow.

10.5.2. It spaces more evenly (e.g. “XIII” takes up much more space than “13”).

10.5.3. It goes more easily to larger numbers of levels.  (Unfortunately, the automatic outlining feature in Word for Windows [see below] only goes to nine levels in my version!) 

10.6. In Word for Windows you can utilize an automatic outlining feature (under the “Format” menu) that allows one to shift items around in the outline and have the number automatically compensate.  This makes using outlines very convenient.

11. Why are you so inflexible in your courses?
11.1. Summary.  I am positively, absolutely, not – I repeat NOT – inflexible!!!  And besides, I am always, always, RIGHT!!!

11.2. I am always open to any improvements you can suggest.

11.3. I’ve developed several evaluation mechanisms that I use regularly.

