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Introduction

This book lists 206 examples of stories, anecdotes, and commentaries on the world of higher education.  They are based on my experiences as a faculty member for 41+ years, an interested observer of higher education for many years before that, a department chair for 9 years, and on a number of stories I have heard from others.  I suspect that I am a lightning rod for unusual situations and stories, since I have seen and heard so many.

You’ll meet some interesting characters and situations inside, including Professor Watch-My-Fingers, the student who did not understand the purpose of a Do Not Disturb sign, dropping the lowest grade, and the student who could not take an exam at a certain time of the month (no, it is not what you think).  We’ll also describe the “rule of thumb,” the matched set of luggage, and why every new department chair should make three envelopes.  In the book you will also be introduced to the arcane academic languages known as deanspeak and presidentspeak, and the infamous Five-I speech – and how they are related to the theory of mass mental defect.

The stories, anecdotes, and commentaries are grouped generally into several categories: 

Grading

Classroom Stories

Cheating

Students

Student workers

The Faculty get confused, too

Committees

Delusions

Student Presentations

Department Chairs

Promotion and Tenure

More faculty responses

Dress Codes

Retirement

Harassment

Grading, part II

Things you can’t say in class

Psychic Benefits

 

Do not be misled about either the title of this book or the cover.  The Jonathan Swift 1726 essay, A Modest Proposal, a satire about eating children to address a food shortage in Ireland, had no effect on the writing of this book.  Nor are there any recipes included within.

As a relatively recent retiree, it was a pleasure to reminisce about my experiences in higher education as I was putting this volume together.  I enjoyed the experience.  I hope you like reading this book.

 

 



About the cover

 

The cover was shot as I was walking past an elementary school near my home in Baltimore, Maryland.  Of course the sign was intended to read

“Great Kids

Great Schools”

Unfortunately, that’s not what I saw when I first encountered the sign.  This was a case of good intentions (on the part of the sign creator) not being followed through completely successfully by the person responsible for conveying the message by hanging the sign appropriately.  This communications problem and lack of follow-through is an underlying theme in this book.

 

 




Grading

 

	The Wrong Time of the Month


She said, “You cannot give the exam next week.  It’s the wrong time of the month for me.”  Obviously, I was disconcerted.  The student was an older woman, probably menopausal, and I was a young, naïve new instructor with no idea how to handle such problems.  

I said, “I’m sorry.  I think there is a university policy that requires a doctor’s note.  Come by my office later today and I’ll give you a piece of paper showing the correct information on what you need to bring to class in order to permit me to excuse you from the scheduled exam.”

She laughed.  “You though I meant I couldn’t take the exam because of my period.  The problem is, young man, that everything that we do, everything that affects our lives, is governed by our stars.  They will not be in alignment next week.  Schedule the exam a week after that and I’ll do fine.”

I rescheduled the exam.  She did not do well.  I never saw her again after she turned in the paper.

 

	Why Did You Give Me That Grade?


The student was obviously unhappy when he came to my office.  I had posted the grade sheet outside my office door.

He asked, “Why did I give you an ‘F’ in my course?”

I gave the only answer possible.  “Because, young man, that’s the lowest grade there is.”

 

	Dropping the Lowest grade


The professor was well known for answering students’ questions literally.  He always handed out the papers directly to the students as he walked around the classroom.  He had found it to be the best way to learn the student’s names.  He prided himself on being able to identify each student by name after three weeks, no mean feat after having taught nearly five thousand students over a thirty-year career.  

Lost in his reverie, he was barely conscious of a student sitting on the aisle asking him if he will drop the lowest examination grade when the final grade calculation was done. 

“I am dropping the lowest grade,” said the professor as he let the student’s paper flutter ever so slowly to the floor.

 

	How Many Credits Is This Course?


A student came to my office to complain once again that the course was moving too fast.  (They never complain that it is going too slow, at least not the ones that took my five-credit, required general education course in physical science.)  I pointed to a chair and asked him to take a seat.  He did so, placing his stack of notebooks no the floor next to his chair.  I tried to find out what the real problem was.  

“Are there any specific problems you have with the pace of the course?”

“This class moves so fast.”  (He was good at repeating himself.)  

I continued looking at him, waiting for a clearer statement of his complaint.  Ten seconds of silence is unbearable for most students and they generally say something, just to fill the void. 

“Well, I understand what you cover in the Monday lectures very well.  But the Wednesday and Friday lectures, I don’t know, but I usually don’t have a clue what you are doing.”  

We talked about this for a few minutes and I found out that he thought he had difficulties with all the lectures that were given on those days, not just a few recent ones.  I asked him about his comprehension of the lectures on Tuesdays and Thursdays, thinking there might have been a pattern of overwork in other courses or an off-campus job that might have been a major cause of his difficulties.

“You mean, this course meets five day a week?” he asked, with a look of utter consternation on his face.

“Yes, it is a five-credit course.  It meets five days a week.  You have missed forty percent of the class meetings.”

The student gathered his books and slunk out of my office.

 

	Did the Classroom Change?


The distraught student asked, “Professor, why have you moved the class?  I couldn’t find the class on Tuesday or Thursday.  Or did you cancel those classes?”

I responded that I hadn’t moved it, that we had had the same classroom for the first three weeks of classes, and would continue to do so for the entire semester, and that I never cancelled classes.  Still, I thought about his odd question.  I had learned from my many years as a teacher that, in many cases, there was usually some underlying misunderstanding that appeared to have nothing to do with the question that was asked.

I thought about the question for a while, and then realized that the answer was to be found in the topography of the campus.

The building was on the side of a hill and the student was coming downhill from his gym class on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.   The gym was located at the top of the hill at the North end of campus.  On those days, he used the main entrance and walked up one flight of stairs to the classroom at the end of the hall on the second floor.

On the other days, he came directly from his dormitory room, which was in what was known as “the valley.”  Coming up the hill to class, he entered at the southern entrance and went up one flight of stairs, to the first floor classroom at the end of the hall.  Since he was one floor below where the classroom was, and the classroom he went into was empty, the problem was solved!

 

	The Multiple Choice Exam


This is an ethical question.  What do you say to a student who says he studied very hard but only got four questions right on a multiple-choice mathematics exam with 30 questions?  (Random guessing should have given him six correct answers out of 30, since each question had five possible answers.  There was no penalty for guessing incorrectly.)

Should I have told him that not studying might improve his performance?  Or that guessing might be a better strategy seemed to be a reasonable answer to the question he asked.  The better questions might have discussed his mathematical background and an assessment of what his weaknesses were, which was what I tried to find out.  He was not interested.

 

	Where is the Exam?


It was 3:35, less than half an hour before the math department gave its uniform final exam to all freshmen and sophomore students taking math courses.  I was the last faculty straggler in the department, getting my papers together for the two-minute walk to the basement auditorium in the next building where I was to proctor the exam to my 150 students.  My colleagues had already left for the other large classrooms on campus.  Suddenly, a young man rushed in.

“Where’s my exam being given?”

I did not recognize him.  I asked, “Am I your teacher?”  

“No, I don’t think so.”

Confused, I asked the student his name, then checked it against the three class rosters for my courses.

“OK, you’re not one of mine.  What course are you in?”

The student mumbled a few words.  I thought I heard “algebra,” so that narrowed it down to two courses, and a total of forty-two sections.  The student wasn’t clear on which course he had been in and attempts to draw it out of him were unsuccessful.  Maybe the best thing was to find out who the instructor was.  The student wasn’t much help here, either.

Exasperated, and running short of time to get to my own exam and prepare the room for the timed test by making sure that the students were widely separated in the room, I asked him to describe his teacher.  “Was your teacher a man or a woman?”

“A man.”

Good, at least he knew something.

“How tall was the man?  Taller than I am?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Was the man white, black, or Asian?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Did he have a strong accent?”

“I don’t know.  Look, just tell me where my exam is.  I need to get to my exam.”

I looked down the roster of exams for the faculty’s classes and chose two colleagues whose exams were in the same building.  

“Just go to Main Hall, the first floor, and go into either of the large auditoriums at the end of the main wing.” 

“Thanks, Doc.  It won’t matter which exam I go to, will it, Doc?”

“No, it won’t.”

 

	I Earned My Zero


The professor was notorious for his ability to intimidate students with a single statement delivered in a barely audible voice.  Two weeks into the semester, he was explaining the grading policy that had been used on the homework assignment he had just returned.  

“The grader was instructed to not assign any points to any homework problem for which no attempt at an answer was given on the paper and to take off three points for every incorrect answer.  Negative grades, will, of course, be recorded as zero.”

He looked directly at a student who had been absent for a week and who, therefore had received a zero.  The student nodded back, clear on what the penalty was for his having had the flu.

Another student, who had been confused after the first five minutes of the first class, and had not answered any of the forty assigned problems correctly complained bitterly.

“But that’s not fair.  I honestly worked on all the problems and earned my zero.”  He pointed to the student who had been sick.  “You’re raising his grade to zero and ignoring all the hard work I did.  He did not earn his zero like I did.”

 

	What Is A Failing Grade In This Country?


The exchange professor from Hungary had just given back the first exam, to the consternation of many in the class of juniors and seniors.  Students in the back of the room compared papers, and one student who expected to graduate this semester, asked the question the others were afraid to.  He raised his hand and waited to be called upon.

“Professor, what grade will you give us if we do poorly on the exams?”

The professor thought for a minute, trying to recall what he had been told was the grading standard for graduate courses.  For such courses, A ‘B’ is about the lowest grade normally given.  He responded, “If you don’t do well. I give you a ‘C’ grade.  A ‘C’ grade is failing in this country, yes?”

Of course, the whole class agreed with the professor’s grading approach!  I wonder why.

 

	You Won’t Be Coming Home?


The Hungarian exchange professor had another problem with the class later in the semester.  On Wednesday, he told his students that he would be at a conference the remainder of the week, but that he was going to assign a long problem set for them to turn in Monday.

One of the students, who had been a runner-up in the state contest for Miss Maryland Teenager, stood up and told him, “Professor, you cannot give us a homework assignment this weekend.  It’s Homecoming.”

He walked to the far right-hand corner of the room, where he always went to think about the questions that students asked.  Then he turned and said in a sad voice, looking far older than he had at the beginning of class, “You mean that you won’t be coming home?   I know what it means to not have a home to come to.  I will assign no problems this weekend.  Class dismissed.”

The students in the class waited for the professor to leave, and then walked out.  Silently.

 

	Can This Grade Be Changed?


Every college or university has a mechanism to allow professors to change grades if a mistake is made.  Professors must provide some form of written explanation for the change and have the changes approved by department chairs and deans before the grade can be changed by the registrar.  Common explanations include mistakes in calculating grades (less common now with computer spreadsheets and on-line grade books) and completing work if an incomplete grade was given due to illness.

One of the more unusual justifications, submitted by a naïve new adjunct faculty member was “The grade needs to be changed because Mr. X has informed me he needs a ‘B’ to make his parents happy.”

Not surprisingly, the explanation was not considered valid and the grade was not changed.

 

	Limitations Of The Grade Sheet


This one is provided courtesy of an outspoken, curmudgeonly professor who shall remain nameless.  

When a distraught student asked about his grade, the professor said, “Why did I give you an ‘F’ in the course?  Because the university’s computer grade sheet had no place for me to enter a “Minus Z!”
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