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Education School Grades and Selection into Teaching 

by Cory Koedel — August 24, 2011 

In a recent article, the author documents a startling difference between the grades that are 

awarded to undergraduate students in education and non-education classes at universities. 

Students pursuing undergraduate degrees in education, the vast majority of whom go on to 

work as K-12 teachers, receive significantly higher grades than students in every other 

academic discipline. The most probable explanation is that the high grades in education classes 

are the result of low grading standards. This commentary discusses how the overwhelmingly 

favorable grades that are awarded to education students are likely to affect the composition of 

the teaching workforce in K-12 schools. 

In a recent article I show that college students in education classes receive higher grades than 

students in non-education classes (Koedel, 2011). What surprises me is not that a discrepancy 

exists, but rather its magnitude – it’s not just that education students receive higher grades, 

they receive much higher grades. Plenty of supporting documentation is available in my paper, 

but a quick example makes my point: at the University of Indiana, Bloomington, three fourths 

of all grades awarded to undergraduate students in education classes are A’s, and over 95 

percent are A’s and B’s (based on my calculations using publicly available data). In my paper I 

show that high grades in education classes are the norm at universities across the country. I 

also rule out two possible explanations: (1) they are not the result of education students being 

more able, at least observationally (in fact, college entrance exam scores suggest the opposite), 

and (2) they are not explained by structural differences between education and other academic 

departments, like differences in class size. Low grading standards are the remaining 

(reasonable) explanation.   

The low grading standards in education programs raise a number of important questions. In my 

paper I briefly address three. First, do they adversely impact the accumulation of knowledge for 

soon-to-be teachers during university training? Based on prior research on grade inflation 

(Babcock, 2010), the answer is likely yes. Second, do grades play any filtering role in education 

programs, or provide any meaningful information to students as to whether they are a good or 

bad fit for the discipline? The answer is almost surely no. And third, do the low evaluation 

standards in education programs carry over for teachers into the workforce? This question is 

the most difficult to answer, but a 2009 report from The New Teacher Project (TNTP, 2009) 

shows that teacher performance evaluations in K-12 schools are also overwhelmingly positive. 

The possibility of a connection cannot be ruled out.  

One indisputable point is that grades in education programs do not distinguish students by 

performance. In this brief note I discuss how this feature of the grading policies in education 
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programs is likely to influence the composition of the K-12 teaching workforce. In economic 

terms, I suspect that the low grading standards affect selection into the teaching profession. I 

am particularly worried that they encourage some low-skilled individuals to become teachers 

who would otherwise choose a different career, and encourage some high-skilled individuals to 

abandon their plans to become teachers. To be clear, there are surely many teachers whose 

career decisions are unaffected by the low grading standards in education programs. However, 

the ones who I worry about are those on the margin – the bad ones who are enticed to choose 

an education major because of the favorable grades, and the good ones who switch away from 

education because they are unable to distinguish themselves from their less-skilled peers, or 

are otherwise frustrated by the low grading standards in their classes. 

In a 2004 study, Peter Arcidiacono provides empirical evidence consistent with both scenarios 

playing out on college campuses across the country. Using a nationally representative dataset, 

he shows that over the course of their college careers, the least-skilled college students who 

initially choose a non-education major move into education programs, and most-skilled 

students who initially choose education majors move out of education programs. This is exactly 

the opposite of what those of us who are concerned about educator quality would like to see.  

That less-skilled individuals move into education programs over time is hardly surprising given 

the high grades that are awarded in education classes. With a grading scale where only 5 

percent of students get worse than a B, it is easy to see why some low-skilled students shift into 

education programs as they receive negative grade signals in their non-education classes during 

college. Unfortunately, this greatly increases the likelihood that these individuals will choose a 

career in teaching. And even worse, they will graduate from college with seemingly high GPAs 

(particularly when compared to the general population of college graduates), giving potential 

employers little information about their true placement in the skill distribution. For a student 

who is struggling with college, an education major seems like a fail-safe option.   

What may be going on in the other tail of the distribution is equally concerning. Why do more-

skilled individuals who initially choose to major in education switch majors later? The easy 

answer, and a common one among economists, is that they can earn more in a non-education 

career. But for this to fully explain the major-switching patterns revealed by Arcidiacono (2004), 

it would have to be the case that these better-than-average education majors don’t fully realize 

that they can earn more with a non-education major prior to college entry (or else they are 

confused about their placement in the skill distribution upon initial entry into college). I’ll 

concede that the non-education wage premium likely explains some exits by high-skilled 

individuals who initially choose education majors, but other factors are also likely to be in play. 

For example, the smartest and most successful people who I know have the lowest tolerance 

for mediocrity. Could it be that education schools, in facilitating mediocre students, are turning 
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away some of the brightest would-be teachers in the process? I don’t know the answer to this 

question, but given the stakes I think the possibility should not be dismissed. 

With all of the potential problems created by the low grading standards in education programs 

across the country, let me turn the issue on its head: what benefits do the low grading 

standards provide? And I don’t mean for adults, I mean for kids. Let me put it this way: how 

could it possibly harm students in K-12 schools if we imposed meaningful grade distributions in 

education classes, and directed the would-be teachers who perform the worst during college to 

different majors (or even out of college)? The only possible response I can imagine is from 

those who continue to believe that we have a teacher shortage, who would argue that such a 

policy would turn away needed teachers. But noting that we may have teacher shortages in 

some areas, like in STEM fields, I just don’t see the evidence of a teacher shortage more 

generally. If we really had a teacher shortage, all of the pink slips that teachers have received as 

a result of the recent financial crisis wouldn’t be nearly as big of a problem – the market would 

quickly scoop up these newly-available teachers. And teacher groups like the NEA wouldn’t 

need to constantly guard their territory from other teacher-producing groups, like Teach for 

America (see NEA (2011)) Finally, even if we do have a shortage, I think it’s worth considering 

the possibility that we would still want to keep the least-skilled teachers out of the classroom 

and deal with the consequences some other way (like with larger classes).   

I do not understand the rationale for supporting the current system of assigning 

overwhelmingly favorable grades to essentially everyone in college who decides to pursue a 

degree in education. I can’t see how this system is good for students in K-12 schools, and there 

are many ways that it can be harmful.   
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Literacy, Culture and Language Education 
Guidelines for Department Chair Selection 

 
All tenured faculty, tenure probationary faculty, clinical faculty, half-time faculty, and visiting 
instructors can participate in the chair selection of the department. 
  
LCLE tenured faculty: Stephanie Carter, James Damico, Mary Beth Hines, Mitzi Lewison, 
Larry Mikulecky, Martha Nyikos, and Faridah Pawan  
 
Faculty Previously Serving as Chair: Hines, Mikulecky, and Nyikos  
 
Nomination Process  
• The departmental faculty will meet with the Dean.  
 
• The departmental faculty will have open meetings to discuss possible candidates and 
procedures. Meetings can occur via e-mail, phone, in-person, or a combination there of.  
 
• The department will nominate a minimum of three candidates (SEE CANDIDACY) and 
proceed with a vote (SEE VOTING PROCEDURE).  
 
Candidacy  
• Each candidate must be tenured in order to be eligible for the LCLE Chair position.  
 
• Each candidate can write an optional paragraph detailing his/her strengths as a future leader 
of the department. This information will be disseminated to voting participants.  
 
• Each candidate canNOT decline nomination.  
 
• The Dean will be sent a list of the candidates as well as each candidate’s paragraph detailing 
his/her strengths as a future leader.  
 
Voting Procedure  
• The department will designate a day and a time for all participants to cast their votes.  
 
• Faculty members will vote by secret ballot. A drop box will be placed in a monitored location.  
 
• Voting members will cast their votes by indicating their choice for chair along with a short 
explanation of the rationale for their vote.  
 
• All participants in the voting process will be asked to place their initials on a roster as they cast 
their votes. However, participants who are unable to vote in person may vote via e-mail, proxy, 
or phone.  
 
• Votes will be counted during a department meeting. Each of the top three candidates will be 
ranked in terms of the number of votes that he or she received.  
 
• The Dean and voting participants will be sent vote totals and summaries of reasons for 
supporting candidates.  
 
Revised 10/25/2011 
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MINUTES 
POLICY COUNCIL 

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION 
October 26, 2011 

1:00-3:00 p.m. 
IUB – Room 2140 

IUPUI – Room 3138E 
 

**What follows is a summary of speaker contributions** 

Members Present: D. DeSawal, S. Eckes, E. Galindo, R. Helfenbein, R. Kunzman, C. 
Thompson, E. Tillema, J. Wong; Alternates Present: C. Reigeluth; Dean’s Staff Present: J. 
Alexander, T. Brush, G. Gonzalez, B. Sherwood; Staff Present: J. Lawrence; Student 
Members Present: M. Benetti, E. Sanborn; Visitors Present: G. Carter. 

I. Approval of the Minutes from September 28, 2011 (12.14M). 
The minutes were unanimously approved with no abstentions.  

 
II. Announcements and Discussions 

a. Dean’s Report 
 
Dean Gonzalez discussed enrollments at the School of Education. He reported that 
undergraduate and graduate enrollments are both down. Reasons for this could 
include the way enrollments are counted (by credit hours), the new general education 
requirements, and changes in how students are advised to register for classes. The 
enrollments are now beginning to increase and level out because of the start of the 
second eight-week courses. The number of students reporting that they intend to 
major in education is also down significantly, perhaps due to the number of students 
admitted to IUB this year and the reasons previously stated. A report from the Fort 
Wayne Journal Gazette reports that enrollments in schools of education across the 
state are down significantly in undergraduate teacher education. Reasons for this 
trend could include the state of the economy, including budget cuts and teacher lay-
offs, and the negative climate and criticism around teaching. This could deter students 
who would normally major in education from doing so.  
 
Graduate enrollments in the School of Education are also down, mostly at the Masters 
level. This too could be a function of the economic downturn, the changing 
regulations around professional development for teachers, and salary schedules. This 
is also true for graduate enrollments at IUPUI. These drops in enrollments combined 
illustrate the need for more aggressive recruiting and a challenge in the narrative 
surrounding teaching and education.  
 
An announcement was made recently that IU is decreasing summer tuition rates by 
25% for in-state students and by the equivalent dollar amount for out-of-state 
students. The University has been getting a lot of criticism from state policy makers 
and the Higher Education Commission because they exceeded their recommendations 
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for tuition increase. The HEC recommended a 3.5% increase for research universities 
but the average at IU was closer to 5% because the state cut support for building 
rehabilitation and maintenance. Instead of rolling back tuition, which would have 
been disastrous because IU relies so much on tuition, President McRobbie put 
forward this plan. The expected result is that more students will take summer classes 
and there will be better utilization of building that normally aren’t used during the 
summer, as well as a reduction in the amount of time a student will need to graduate 
because they will have earned the credits at a lower cost. This has significant 
implications for the School of Education because students may take fewer classes in 
the fall and spring semesters. The cost of delivering these summer courses will 
increase, so perhaps the minimum number of students required for each class needs to 
be raised. There may other solutions as well so further discussion is needed.  
 
The School of Education publicly announced the new scholarship program for direct 
admits. As stated in the last meeting, this is a partnership with the Office of 
Enrollment Management to bring more highly qualified students to the School of 
Education by supplementing scholarships with additional funding if they choose to 
pursue an education major. This should have a positive impact on enrollment and 
retention as well. The new fellowships for PhD students will also have a positive 
effect on enrollment numbers and will make the graduate programs even more 
competitive nationally.  
 
Everyone should have received an announcement calling attention to the new 
National Council for Teacher Quality (NCTQ) strategy of hiring students to solicit 
syllabi from faculty members for their national review of teacher education programs. 
NCTQ has been very critical of teacher preparation programs and they have 
announced their intentions to rank programs based on review of course syllabi and 
other documents against standards they have created. Many universities have refused 
to participate and they were sent public records requests. Faculty are free to respond 
to NCTQ by asking for a formal public records request. Faculty supervisors should let 
AIs know the appropriate way to respond should they be contacted.  
 

b. The announcement has been made that all standing committees are encouraged to 
post the committee’s agendas to the committee website for more transparency. 

 
III. Old Business. Diversity Topic- Ghangis Carter (12.22) 

 
Ghangis Carter discussed the efforts made by his office for the recruitment and retention 
of underrepresented students on the Bloomington campus. For undergraduate students, 
the greatest resources have been the Hudson & Holland Scholars Program, Groups 
Student Support Services Program, and the 21st Century Scholars Program. Students 
involved in these programs are likely to be first-generation college students from a low-
income background and are likely to pass the Praxis exams on the first attempt. 
Document 12.22 discusses the recruitment and retention highlights from the 2010 
academic year, as well as a breakdown of the size and diversity of the cohorts, and 
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recommendations for future recruitment and retention initiatives. Ghangis also discussed 
the need to reaffirm teaching as a noble profession, especially to underrepresented 
students. Faculty were asked to update their pictures, profiles, and research interests 
online, as many student look at this information when deciding which school to attend. 
He also stated the need for more minority teachers to be presented with accolades such as 
best teacher or superintendent to serve as role models for underrepresented students in the 
School of Education.  

 
IV.  New Business 

a. LCLE Process & Procedures for New Chair (12.18) 
 
Policy Council was asked to approve the process and procedures for their search for a 
new chair for their department. This document was approved in 2010. Discussion 
followed.  

 
 The process and procedures were unanimously approved without abstention.  
 

b. Grade Policy (12.16, 12.17, 87.36R, 87.39M, 87.72M, 94.25, 94.32M) 
 
Document 87.36R did pass and remains the current grading policy for graduate courses. 
The question was raised about whether this should be applied to undergraduate courses as 
well. Enrique Galindo raised the question that if grade inflation is a problem in the 
School of Education, as the Koedel report suggests, how should this issue be addressed? 
Eric Tillema discussed how classroom practices, such as assignment repetition after poor 
performance, enable students to earn high grades, and that this may be effective in 
teacher preparation courses. Dean Gonzalez spoke about the need to be able to 
differentiate between students either by benchmarks for learning or by an 
average/ranking system. He suggested that a taskforce or committee take on this issue.  
 
The suggestion to assign this issue to the Committee on Faculty Development was 
unanimously approved.  

  
V.  New Courses/Course Changes 
 

Suzanne Eckes directed the Policy Council members’ attention to the new courses/course 
changes. The courses are open for faculty remonstrance for 30 days.  
 

** The meeting was adjourned at 2:45 p.m. ** 
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