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Title: Do We Grade Answers or Students: How Should Answers to “What do you think . . . ?” Questions Be Graded?

Description: The issue to be discussed is whether there are certain types of questions we should not ask students if we are grading them on their answers. Specifically, if we ask students, “What are your thoughts on . . . ?” (Rather than, “What does the text/professor say about . . . ?”) and they answer honestly, how are such answers to be graded? 

That’s the easy part. What then are we to do if you know that a student has not answered honestly with his or her view but rather with a text’s or professor’s view that is contrary to his or her view? Should students be rewarded for telling us what they honestly don’t believe? 

The following scenario captures this type of problematic situation, pointing to but clearly not recommending the alternative that we should not ask students for their views on philosophical issues if we are going to grade them such that they could fail the question even though they have answered it honestly. 

Scenario:  You are a professor of moral philosophy. One day while discussing the conditions and circumstances for killing to be neither morally wrong nor unjustified, a student (Sam) proclaims that killing is always wrong regardless of the situation. You explain that such a notion violates or denies ethical distinctions, such as between deliberate acts and accidental events, between avoidable and unavoidable occurrences, between beneficial and harmful consequences, between justified and unjustified motives, etc. Sam responds that such distinctions are beside the point because killing is killing, and that is the end of the matter. You explain to Sam that whether killing is ever justified/not wrong isn’t a controversial issue, such as whether capital punishment can ever be justified/not wrong. You add that with genuinely controversial issues reasonable people can disagree, each offering some supporting reasons and evidence—yet neither being capable of supplying sufficient support for one view over the others. Sam interjects that her view doesn’t need support—it’s just true! You try other ways, other times, but to no avail. Sam is locked into the judgment that anyone who causes or allows the death of another is acting immorally, and is a murderer. 
On your final examination for the course, the highest weighted question is, “Clearly and thoroughly state your position on the morality/immorality of killing. Be sure to offer supporting reasons and evidence for your position.” Sam—much to your surprise and delight—answers the question by elaborating fully on the moral distinctions relative to killing, detailing the types of conditions and circumstances that would make an instance of killing neither wrong nor unjustified. And she adds that, of course, not everyone who kills is a murderer.

That evening while in a local pizza parlor, you overhear Sam talking to a friend in the booth behind yours. She is bragging about doing so well on your final examination. Specifically, on the big question dealing with killing, she says, “I gave him exactly what he wanted.” The friend responses, “No, you didn’t! He asked for your position and your supporting reasons and evidence. That’s not what you wrote.” Sam retorted, “What’s the difference, as long as I get a passing grade? If I had told him what I really think, that killing is always wrong, he would have flunked me!”
Questions:

1. Did Sam cheat on the final? Did she lie on the final?

2. As philosophy professors, should we care what students really believe? Why or why not?

3. How would you evaluate the final knowing now Sam’s real beliefs?

4. What justification can you offer for your answer?

5. Does this type of awkward situation entail that professors ought not ask students what they think when answers are to be graded? 

6. Does asking students what they think and grading them on their answers invite and promote hypocrisy and lying, and for that reason ought not be on examinations? Why or why not? 

A Model Teacher?

The professor walks into class on the first day and announces . . .

“I am your teacher. I am not your mother, your priest, rabbi, or minister, not a judge or police officer, and I am certainly not your friend. I am your teacher. Accordingly, I neither care about nor is it my professional concern what you think or do outside the classroom. Outside the classroom you may, for example, abuse children, join the KKK, never help those in need, and so on, just as long as, if I were to test you on such items, you could offer reasons acceptable to me for why such behavior is morally wrong. 

To further clarify, I am not merely reminding you of the obvious—that I can’t control what you think and do outside the classroom. I am saying that even if I could, that is not one of my professional concerns. What you think and do outside of my classroom is solely your responsibility and I would be unprofessional if I tried to have an effect on your personal life. As I said, I am your teacher.” 
Email Bruce B. Suttle at brucenjudy310@gmail.com
