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As you know, after a certain period of time incompletes default to the grade of "F" unless the instructor has previously stepped in to extend the incomplete or to enter a final grade upon the student's completion of the missing work.

It is this automatic-default-to-F aspect of the procedure that I propose should be re-examined.

There are at least two problems with the existing procedure.  In my department, a number of grade changes are due to the fact that incompletes have defaulted to a grade of "F" in cases in which the correct grade, even in the case where the student has never submitted the additional work necessary to complete the incomplete, is something other than an "F."

In still other cases, the student whose incomplete has defaulted to an "F" does not complain and the "F" remains on the student's transcript even though the correct grade for the course, again even in the case where the student has not completed the incomplete, is something other than an "F."  

Both situations create difficulties.  Changes in grades should be rare occurrences.  The problem is even more severe, however, in the case where the student does not realize he or she has a basis for a complaint and is left with an undeserved "F."

Some faculty have thought that the final grade of an "F" is justified in such cases on the ground that the failure to turn in even one assignment, whatever its percentage weight, warrants an F for the entire course.  I have seen cases in which this policy explicitly appears in the syllabus for the course.  Whether it's explicitly stated or not, however, the policy seems inconsistent with our policies on final evaluations.  If an assignment that is supposed to be weighted, e.g., 10% can turn an "A" into an "F" if that assignment is never turned in at all, then that assignment is being weighted more just 10%.  Moreover, even in the cases where the policy is explicitly stated on the syllabus, the result is simply an inconsistent syllabus -- one that asserts both that a given assignment is to be weighted at some value less than 100% and also asserts that that same assignment, if not turned in, is in effect to be weighted 100%.

Accordingly, I propose that, in order to grant an incomplete for a course, the faculty member be required to submit an appropriately individualized default grade (the grade, that is, that the incomplete should default to, under the terms of the syllabus and in accordance with college policy, in the case where the student never turns in the work required to complete the incomplete and/or the faculty member takes no previous action).  I propose that the incomplete not be recorded for the student until the faculty member has entered the appropriately individualized default grade.

Here is an example of how the current system works and how this proposed change would be reflected.

Suppose that the student has taken four logic exams each worth 20% of the final grade and made a grade of "A" on each exam.  Suppose then the student has sound basis for not take the final exam, also worth 20%, and is granted an incomplete.  Suppose finally that the student never completes the incomplete.  Under the current system, the grade then at the midpoint of the following term defaults to an "F."  In effect, the final exam is made to count 100% (contrary to our policy on final examinations and inconsistent with the terms of the syllabus that indicate that the exam is to be weighted only 20%).  Subsequently, the grade must changed or, still worse, if the student doesn't understand that he or she has a basis for a complaint, the grade of "F" will (incorrectly) remain on the student's transcript. 

The change I propose is that the incomplete not be recorded until the faculty member has submitted the appropriate default grade.  Here, on a 4 point scale, the point value of 4 A's and an F (for the never completed exam) would be 3.2.  Depending then, on the curve, that appropriate grade may be something like a B+ more or less -- and not an F.

Thank you for your consideration of this matter.

