Distributing Points and Percentages Across Assignments and Activities 
By Maryellen Weimer, PhD
I started thinking about the topic of points distribution when I wondered in a previous blog whether the 5 or 10 percent that many of us give for participation was enough to motivate students, or whether being such a small part of the grade, it actually devalued what students contribute in class. Since then I've been thinking more about how we decide on the allocation of points or percentages for the various assignments students complete in a course. For many of us (that includes me), it isn't as thoughtful of a process as it should be. Rather, we do what we've done before, or we ask around, get a general sense of what everybody else is doing and follow suit. 

The assumption is that students will work the hardest and learn more from those course activities that count the most. In many courses, exams count for the lion's share of the points or percentages used to determine the final grade. This means that whatever is being assessed on those exams is what's most important in the course. Some exams (or, according to several studies, a lot of exams) assess facts—whether students know content details. They don't assess whether students remember those details unless the exams are cumulative and even then they only need to be remembered until the final. Is factual knowledge what matters most in the course? Exams also test the ability to recall knowledge or to demonstrate thinking within time constraints and without access to resources. Is that one of the most important skills students should take from the course and their college learning experiences? 

Assignments like quizzes, homework and participation are worth trivial amounts compared to exams. What's message does that send to students? Does it tell them that the skills and knowledge acquired from participating, taking a quiz or doing homework aren't as important as what they learn by taking exams? That these are parts of the course they don't need to take as seriously? That there's something less significant about the quality of the learning these activities promote? 
If this sounds like I'm challenging point distribution systems that make exams significantly more important than anything else that happens in the course, you could call me on that. I do think we over emphasize exams. I don't think most exams promote the kind of deep learning or sophisticated learning skill development we're after. 

For any class activity or assignment, our thinking should be clear about what the student will learn by completing that work. Actually, as Wiggins and McTighe propose in their model of backwards design, we should start with what it is we want students to learn (that can be knowledge or skills) and then we design assignments and select content that will promote that learning. Unfortunately, for most of us the assignments and content come first, which is all the more reason why we should take stock of what we are having students do and the priorities we've established for those various activities. 

Beyond the actual point distribution and how we make those determinations, what we know about how that distribution influences student behavior in our classes. Have you ever talked with students about this? The discussion is not about how they would distribute the points in the course (although that might be interesting to hear), but how the current distribution affects their efforts to learn, how it affects when and what they study, and what they think they learn by spending more time on certain assignments. 

This is also a topic profitably discussed with colleagues. The goal of the conversation should not be determining the "right" way to distribute points or percentages. The right way is the way that accomplishes the learning goals and objectives of the course and those are different depending on the course. 

Like so many aspects of instruction, we tend to do things the way we're used to doing them. That may not be the wrong way, but right or wrong we should have probed the reasons why. So take a look at your points or percentage allocation, share what you do and more importantly what justifies the particular allocation you use. 

Reference: Wiggins, G. and McTighe, J. Understanding by Design. 2nd ed. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Merrill Prentice Hall, 2006. 
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Ten Ways to Improve Blended Course Design 
Faculty and students alike are drawn to blended learning because it offers more flexibility than a traditional course, while providing plenty of face-to-face time. In fact, if properly designed, blended courses can enrich the teaching and learning experience, making it more engaging and productive. 

In Ten Ways to Improve Blended Course Design presenter Ike Shibley, PhD, an associate professor of chemistry at Penn State – Berks, will show you how blended course design delivers a cost-effective, quality-laden educational model for the present and the future. 

By the end of video seminar, you'll be able to: 
· Decide which courses are good candidates for blended course design. 
· Transform your current courses into blended courses. 
· Understand which learning activities work best online and which are most effective F2F. 
· Create a class guide to help organize the course. 
Learn more about blended course design »



image1.gif




