T arly in my teachmg career I m'maged to madvertemiy Bet
= most of the students in my microeconomics class mad at me,
1.4 and for onge, it had nothing to do with anythmg Fsa idin class

e

The problem was caused by a ‘midterm exam.

~Thad camposed an exam that was des:g:ned to distmgnish among -

- three broad groups of students: the stars who really mastered the

mateérial, the middle group who grasped the basic coneepts, and the *

bbttom group. whjo just dzd:n tget it. Ta successfuﬁy accomphsh this

: would get mghtv which meant that the’ £Xam was hard: “The' exam syt~

ceeded in my goalmthere wasa wide dmpersmn of scores—but when .

the students got their results they wen': inag npmar. Their ptincipal
;omplamt was that the average score:was oniy 72 points out of a pos-

sible 100.

What was odd about this wacnon was that the average numencal_

score onthe examhad absolutely rio effett on thedistribution of grades.

‘The mrm atthe ‘iChOOl was to used gradmg ¢urve in which the average
grade was a B ﬁrB+ amﬂ onlya tmy numbet of studems recejved gmdes h
‘below a . Thad anticipated.the poqsltuhty that a low average'numeri-
‘-0:1 hiad reported

how the nutherical scores would be translated into ar:mal gradesinthe -

cal score might cause sorde confission on this’ fron

* Class. Anvthmg aver 80 would getan A or A~ scoree ahove 65 would

get somme kind of B, and only scores belowS0. were in danger of getting

yade below C. The resulting dlstributmn of grades was not differ-

‘ent from pormal, but this anmuncement Lad no apparent effecton
the stude;nts mood. They still hated my exam;, and’ they Werénone too

happy with me either. As a young professor worried alout keeping ny
job, 1 was determined to do something about thls bt 1 did not wan?: to

only the topstudents _ .

make my exams any easier. What to do? -
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Finaiiy, an idea occmred tome, On the next exam, Imade thetotal
number of points available 137 instead of 100. T hisexam tumed outto
‘be slightly harder than the first, with students getting only :’0 s of the
answers right, but the average numerical score was a cheery 96 points.

The students were delighted! No one’s actual grade was affected by

this change, but everyone was happy. From that point on, whencvez
1 was teaching this course, I always gave. exams a point total of 137,
& number I chose for Ewo reasons. First, it pmduce& an average scow' '

" well into the 90s, with some students even getting smres above 100, ", :

generatmg areaction appnoachmg ecstasy. Secorid, becausc dmclmg
one’s score by 187 was not easy to do in one's head, most students drd
not seem t6 bother to convert their scores into percemages Lest you
think I was somehow deceiving the students; in subsequent years I
included this statement, printed in bold type, in my course syllabus:
“Exams will have a toral of 137, peints rather than the usual iGO This
scoringsystem has'rio effect on the grade you get in. the COuTSé, busit
seems to make you happler.” And indeed; after I made that change %
never got a complaint that my exams were too: hard.,- ;

In the eyes of an economist, my students were “mzsbehavmg By

that I mean that their behavior was inconsistént with the idéalized

model of behavior that is at the heart of what we caH gconomic: the~
Ofy To an economist, no one should be happier abouta scoreof 96 out
of 137 (70%) than 72 eut of 100, but my students were, And by reahz' ‘

mg this, 1 was able to. set the kind of exam J-wanted but still keep the =

stidents fram. givimb
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