Teaching Ideas from Jonathan Mills—“Learning by Earning”

Good afternoon, everyone, 

Watching others teach is a wonderful way to garner new techniques.
Sometimes, though, a series of small enhancements can greatly improve
the students' experience and my attitude.

Several years ago, in an attempt to be positive, I told the students
they could all get an A if they worked for it.  

What they heard was, "I'm going to get an A."

This changed to the statement that they could EARN an A if they worked
for it. What they heard was the same.

Then, in an attempt to help the students see where they stood during the
semester, I changed the grading scale from 1000 points overall to 400
points. Things got worse, because the students still heard "get an A",
and now each point was worth more, and I was taking their valuable
points away!

Last semester I changed the grading dialogue on the first day to this:

    "You will be graded on a scale of 400 points to match your GPA. Here
is
    what each assignment is worth. They add up to 400 points. How many
    points do you have right now?"

    (The students think about it.) One hesitantly volunteers, "None."

    "Right! What grade are you starting at?"

    (The students think about this.) Several reply, "F!"

    "Exactly! You will earn points to raise your grade, with reasonable
    care, to a B or an A. Are you ready to go to work?"

    Students, uncertain but willing, reply, "Yes!"

This approach, coupled with emphasis on regrading work to ensure that
the student learns the material, has not only made my classes more
enjoyable, but has pretty much stopped "point quibbling" and produced
some amazing student projects. They earn points; I do not take points
away.

Oh, yes: I do not give tests any more. Even in my freshman class, all we
do are projects. In the first eight weeks, A111 Introduction to
Computing, most are individual projects, although there is a lot of
teamwork in lecture. In the second eight weeks, A112 Introduction to
Programming, teams of two are formed after the first two weeks.

In an atmosphere of "learning by earning", it works out well.
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