
“That’s so random!” 
Mark Applebaum 

 
As most people know, grading in higher education is arbitrary.  What most 
students fail to understand is the complexity and sophistication of those 
haphazard grading rubrics.  When a student complains to a professor about his 
or her grade, the grievance invariably arises naively, without any appreciation of 
the elaborately detailed, assiduously idiosyncratic, capriciously mannerist, and 
butterscotch-flavored thought processes that have been painstakingly undertaken 
in service of meting out random academic justice. 
 
There is a common perception that professors enjoy gobs of free time after class 
that we use for sitting around in lofty towers swilling sherry, smoking pipes, and 
conducting endless post-structural hermeneutical exegeses of Lady Gaga.  In 
point of fact, we use every extracurricular minute for reading labyrinthine, 
government-mandated actuarial grading schedules, and applying a set of 
complex baroque mathematical and tarot-inspired formulae in order to accurately 
produce the most rationally subjective grades possible (while swilling sherry). 
 
I have to confess, it is pretty insulting that the general public thinks we merely 
throw a bunch of chicken bones to decide whether a student has or has not 
achieved a particular learning outcome.  That’s just silly.  We throw chicken 
bones and dungeons and dragons dice. 
 
For example, I teach music composition.  My students are encouraged to write in 
an experimental idiom, often comprised of deafening atonal kitchen appliance 
chirrups alternating with lengthy (e.g., day-long) silences, a genre that I call 
uncompromising and unmarketable music.  In this field—a puissant cultural 
space really—it is easy to determine immediately which pieces earn a mark of A 
and which an F.  For example, silences that grow by Fibonacci durations receive 
a C+; appliances used for making gnocchi earn a B-.  That needs little 
explanation. 
 
Grading in the arts is notoriously easy.  But other disciplines are trickier and 
require a super computer and Ouija board.  Two students who produce the same 
response to a mathematical problem need to be differentiated according to which 
one finished lunch sooner.  And two history papers that have the same word 
count might be distinguished according to other criteria.  It gets complicated 
pretty quickly. 
 
Grading collaborative projects is famously problematic.  Do you give the same 
grade to everyone in the group?  Do you consider what contributions each 
individual student made?  Does the person with the nicest hair get the highest 
grade?  How do you apply the logarithmic tattoo index for students who might 



only have piercings?  Etc.  The answer is not so simple.  Of course, the number 
of characters in a student’s last name is an operative multiplicand, and 
ascertaining precisely how intolerant they are to gluten is central to any 
evaluation.  But while the number of tier one adjectives used in an oral 
presentation (in inverse, of course) divided by a student’s office hour gratitude 
expression coefficient is relevant in any humanities curriculum, is the sensible 
equivalent the appearance of the numbers seven and four in a computer 
programming assignment, or the angle of the staple in a chemistry lab report?  
Common sense says “yes.”  Yet so many international conferences devoted to 
this very problem have suggested otherwise.  Or, to be more refined: we are 
simply unsure. 
 
Class grades are, of course, determined by class.  But since we are no longer 
provided data on a student’s family income or scholarship situation, we cannot 
modulate midterm grades by any “real cost of tuition.”  Instead we have to use 
covert DNA testing.  That’s expensive; but more relevant, while it approaches 
perfection it is still not 100% accurate. 
 
The word mayonnaise appears in this sentence. 
 
There is also the issue of grading on a curve.  Some people don’t realize that, 
given the ongoing crisis of grade inflation, Stanford (and its peer schools of 
cosmetology) have indexed the A+ to their endowment portfolio performance.  If 
the S.&P. 500 goes up during finals week, student GPAs will go down.  That’s 
just the law of supply and demand. 
 
Another well-kept secret is that grading on a curve is amortized by generation.  
There is a misconception that for every A assigned to one student, another 
student in the same class will receive an F.  But letter grades—at least those 
traded on mercantile exchanges—don’t operate optimally in such small data sets.  
Since congress enacted the Dodd-Frank Consumer Protection Act, a professor 
can elect to give everyone an A in 2014 simply by pledging to give everyone an F 
in 2024.  It’s really a “big picture” approach to sustaining academic stewardship. 
 
This may all sound perverse to the uninitiated, almost pornographic.  Justice 
Potter Stewart told us obscenity needn’t be defined, that a community will know it 
when it sees it.  By extension, one might think that a professor simply knows an 
A when he or she sees it.  But that kind of thinking is profoundly backwards, 
medieval.  It really doesn’t do justice to the kind of rigorous, professional grading 
acumen that professors of the “humane letters” have undertaken since the 
Renaissance.  Sure, today I enjoy the benefit of electron microscopes and 
readily-available, commercially-produced Candyland game boards for 
determining my students’ grades—whereas Cambridge Professor Newton, 
however enlightened, had to rely on sextants and crude, artisanal steak and 



kidney pies whose bakers could never have fully envisioned the utility of the 
modern day Pop-Tart in academia.  But the core principles of illogical, 
indiscriminate critique as rationalized through an exhaustive, bureaucratic 
apparatus remains an essential educational value of remarkable historical 
durability in the West, as well as in the Midwest.  And in Namibia—to name just 
one place that my students might inaccurately call “a random country.”  And parts 
of French Micronesia.   
 
Oh, that’s so random. 


