
Dear Sister Smith:
I just wondered if you could change my !nal grade from an 
A- to an A. If you do this, I will have a 4.0 this semester, and 
I think it would be really neat to have that experience just 
once in my college career. "anks!
Sally Student

Whoa!  !at was my "rst response when my colleague 
shared this email with me. Other emotions, equally 
inarticulate, followed: amusement, shock, and even awe at 
the student’s combined audacity and courage for making 
such a request. 

Of course this email is an aberration in our students’ 
search for good grades. Yet I sometimes wonder if this 
student was just more honest in her argument about 
why she “deserved” an A grade.  Perhaps more common 
reasons, such as “I spent so much time on this project” or 

“I worked really hard on this assignment,” convey a similar 
sense that grades, particularly A grades, are somewhat 

arbitrarily given to students rather than earned through 
quality work.  At minimum, these statements show that 
students don’t understand the criteria for an A grade. 

Yet the University has made that criteria very clear:
‘A’ represents outstanding understanding, application, 

and integration of subject material and extensive evidence 
of original thinking, skillful use of concepts, and ability 
to analyze and solve complex problems. Demonstrates 
diligent application of Learning Model principles, 
including initiative in serving other students. (BYU-Idaho 
Grading System)     

!is statement spells out the rigor that an A should 
represent: outstanding understanding, extensive evidence 
of original thinking, and ability to analyze and solve 
complex problems. Unfortunately, some students don’t 
seem to appreciate that “outstanding,” “extensive,” and 

“complex” are not synonyms for “bare minimum.” 
Although I introduce the initiative project within the 

framework of earning an A, my true motives for instituting 
this project can be illustrated by the following example. 
While we were studying !omas Carlyle and Frederick 
Engels in a Victorian and Modern British literature class, a 
student majoring in economics commented that Carlyle 
and Engels seemed to be responding, in part, to theories 
outlined in Adam Smith’s !e Wealth of Nations. He 
then asked if he could explain some of Smith’s economic 
theories so that we could discuss how they compare and 
contrast to Carlyle and Engels. 

What followed was a rich and substantive discussion 
regarding a historical context that I hadn’t considered 
in my own research of these two authors. Similarly, 
nearly every semester I "nd students with backgrounds 
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and interests in subjects that complement our class 
studies, but o#en I discover these interests too late. !e 
initiative project 1 grew out of a desire to tap into students’ 
knowledge of and interests in speci"c topics and to 
encourage them to push beyond the bare minimum of 
class requirements. 

!e fundamentals of the initiative project are these. 
If students want to earn an A in a course, they must 
successfully complete all the assignments required by 
the course and then complete an additional project. !e 
project must

•  Focus on a topic relevant to the student’s personal 

interests as well as class content;

•  Require a minimum of eight hours of research, original 

thinking, synthesis/analysis, problem solving to 

complete the project;

•  Lead to a lesson or other method of sharing, developed 

and taught by the student, that allows others bene!t 

from the student’s research, critical thinking, synthesis/

analysis, problem solving.

!e initiative project should be considered a regular 
course assignment, posted in the gradebook like any other 
assignment. !erefore, if students choose not to complete 
the initiative project, they cannot earn enough points 
for an A in the class. For students who might argue this 
project asks them to complete more work than the course 
requires, an instructor can explain that this project is a 
required assignment like all other required assignments. 
!e only distinction is that the student, not the instructor, 
is responsible for designing the assignment. 

Initiative Project Topics
Initiative projects o$er students an opportunity to explore 
topics or areas that instructors might not have time to 
cover within the constraints of the semester. Typical  

topics for initiative projects might focus on one of three 
areas: supplemental contexts, additional content, and/or 
sample projects. Below are some examples, not just from 
my own courses, of initiative projects that illustrate  
these three areas:

Supplemental Contexts

•  A student in a religion class researched the 

blogosphere debate about whether Mormons are 

Christian, which occurred only months prior to Elder 

Holland’s 2007 conference address titled “The Only 

True God and Jesus Christ Whom He Hath Sent.” In 

his lesson, the student had his classmates identify 

how Elder Holland addressed the key elements of the 

blog debates and then compared/contrasted Holland’s 

rationale for Mormons’ Christianity with those of the 

bloggers.

•  In a drama course, a student interested in graphic art 

used a 3-D rendering program to design a stage for 

a production of Henry V. The three levels of the set 

symbolized not only the multiple audiences that would 

have viewed Henry V but also the complex layering of 

Henry’s characterization

Additional Content

•  Students in a history class read additional articles 

or chapters in the class textbook and developed a 

presentation for a poster conference that helped 

classmates understand key material in these readings.

•  Students in a literature survey course read additional 

novels that should have been studied in class but 

couldn’t be assigned due to semester constraints. Each 

student then prepared a !ve-minute video convincing 

their classmates that they should read that speci!c 

novel. Each video not only promoted that speci!c novel 

but also compared the novel to the literary context 

Initiative projects o"er students an opportunity to explore 
topics or areas that instructors might not have time to 
cover within the constraints of the semester. 
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of the course, the author’s body of work, or other 

relevant topics for comparison.

Sample Projects and More Practice

•   A business student researched successful business 

plans and wrote a model business plan as a sample 

for the class. This model was annotated, illustrating 

the speci!c “moves” of a successful plan within 

this example. This model was posted on I-Learn for 

classmates to emulate as they prepared their own 

business plans.

•  Students in an editing class gained additional practice 

by !nding their own clients, creating a contract for the 

project, developing a project plan, and completing all 

aspects of the editing contract. They then prepared a 

“Helpful Hints and Pitfalls” website for future editing 

students, based on their experiences.

Faculty members can direct students’ projects to the 
area(s) that best suit the course’s subject matter and 
objectives. For example, students in the liberal arts or 
humanities might bene"t from projects that provide 
supplemental contexts or additional content. Students 
in courses such as construction management or 
engineering might bene"t from initiative projects that 
o$er additional practice of particular skills. Some courses 
might use the initiative project as a cumulative exam, 
where students can incorporate the entire semester’s 
content and skill into a "nal, independent project. For 
example, construction management students might "nd 
their own clients, create their own design proposals, 
and then present the proposal to the client. Students 
could share with the class the successes and failures of 
these independent projects, showing how they adapted 
course content to the speci"c experience. As with any 
teaching strategy, this project can be adjusted, expanded, 
or narrowed, according to the instructor’s creativity and 
goals for the course.

The Process for the Initiative Project
Although instructors might establish initiative projects in 
many ways, here is an outline of the process I follow: 

Proposal
By week 2 of semester, students submit a proposal 

outlining the initiative project they plan on completing. 
Each proposal should o$er a description of the project 
and a rationale for how the project applies to the course. 
Additionally, the proposal should provide two deadlines, 
indicating when the student will meet with the instructor 
for a project check and when the project will be shared 
with the class. Students should also explain their vision 
for sharing/teaching the class, and what materials they 
will prepare for the class to use in the lesson.

!e proposal serves two important functions. First, it 
shows who is interested in the initiative project, which 
helps the instructor know how much class time will be 
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needed for these projects. !e more important purpose is 
the opportunity to check the quality and relevance of the 
proposed research and lesson. One student, who wanted 
to conduct biographical research on a historical "gure, 
proposed a Jeopardy! style game as her lesson. While 
entertaining, the super"cial biographical research and 
game added no substance to the course or understanding 
of the historical "gure, and her proposal was rejected. 
Some students will give up if their proposals are rejected. 
Others will tweak and revise until they have a better sense 
of what rigorous research and teaching requires.

Approval
Depending on the class size and the number of 

proposals received, an instructor can simply review the 
proposals and give written approval or recommendations 
for adjustments. Another option is to use class time for 
the approval process. While students are working in 
small groups, the instructor could meet with students 
individually to discuss their proposals. A two or three 
minute conference allows both the students and instructor 
to brainstorm adjustments to the projects.

Progress Check
A week before students teach/share their research 

with the class, they schedule a progress check with the 
instructor. During this meeting, students share their 
"ndings from their research, the lesson plan for the 
class, as well as the materials prepared for the lesson. !e 
instructor might then request either major or minor 
tweaks in the lesson or materials, depending on the quality 
of the students’ projects.

Lesson/Sharing Research
!is is a critical component to the initiative project, as 

it requires students to synthesize their outside research 
with class content. Students can share their research in a 
variety of ways. !e instructor might allot class time (15-20 
minutes is about the best time frame) for students to teach 
the class. !e emphasis should be teaching, not presenting. 
Students should not only prepare content to present to 
the class but also design methods for assessing the class’ 

understanding of this content and application of this new 
content to existing course material. 

Depending on class size, some faculty might ask for 
collaborative initiative projects. Or use poster conferences 
or other conference-type sessions as a forum for sharing 
the students’ research. Additionally, online resources can 
help accommodate large classes. Students could prepare 
videos, tutorials, or other materials that shares their 
research, and classmates could use discussion boards, 
Google Hangouts, or other online locations to engage with 
this material.

Assessment
Initiative projects can be assessed on three levels. 

Student Assessment. !e student prepares an   
assessment packet that includes the following: 

1 Tracking Sheet, which includes two elements:

A) A time log. This log should be fairly descriptive. 

Students will want to record statements such as “Three 

hours – research.” Instead, direct them to trace their 

research process: “Thirty minutes comparing Barthes’ 

theory on post colonialism to Sandal’s theory of the 

oppressed.”                                                                                            

B) A resources list that includes a bibliography and a 

rationale for the quality and quantity of resources used 

in the project. Since an A requires an “ability to analyze 

and solve complex problems,” students should show 

the ability to analyze the complex problem of how much 

research is enough research.

2 Numerical Assessment: Students complete a 

rubric that assesses their project on two levels:                            

 A) Quality of research/learning: Ranking on a scale 0-10

 B) Quality of teaching/sharing: Ranking on a scale 0-10  

3 Re#ection: Students write a brief re#ection on 

their experience with the initiative project. Some 

re#ection prompts might include:

 A) What did you learn that you expected to learn

 B) What did you learn that surprised you?
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C) Where did you struggle the most in your research

D) What worked well in your lesson?

E) What #opped? Why did it #op?

F) How well did the class learn what you taught? 

Peer Assessment. !ree classmates use an instructor-
generated rubric to assess the quality of the students’ 
teaching/sharing. Questions in the rubric could easily divide 
into two areas:

Qualitative Assessment
•  Explain three concepts that you learned from your peer. 

How/why are these ideas important to our class?

•  What were the greatest strengths of your peer’s lesson 

(both in content and style)?

•  Where could your peer improve (both in content and 

style)?

Numerical Assessment
•  Scale 0-10: Quality of content (relevance, depth of 

coverage, application). Explain reasoning for rating.

•  Scale 0-10: Quality of lesson and why.

Instructor Assessment. !e instructor could also assess 
the students’ teaching/sharing based on a rubric or holistic 
method of grading based on areas such as content, class 
engagement, or other criteria emphasized by the instructor.

Grading
Instructors should remind students that the initiative 

project is not an extra credit assignment. It is a required 
course assignment and should be entered in the gradebook 
like any other course assignment. Typically, the project is 
worth "ve to seven percent of the course’s "nal grade. !is 
keeps students out of an A range, if they don’t participate. 
Instructors may need to remind students this project does 
not guarantee an A. !ey might not earn As on their other 
assignments and/or they might not earn an A on this 
assignment.

When calculating the grade for this project, instructors 
might consider a ratio such as the following: 

1/4  Self Assessment (rubric rating) 

1/4 Peer Assessment (rubric rating) 

1/4 Time/quality of research 

1/4 Faculty Assessment (scale rating)

Pitfalls to the Project

A few "nal comments about the challenges of this project. 
First, as with almost any teaching strategy, large classes 
(more than thirty students) can be a challenge. For larger 
classes, the proposal and approval process might be 
burdensome. Similarly, "nding 15-20 minutes of class 
time to give to individual projects may not be practical. 
Instructors can "nd creative solutions to these problems. 
Some faculty might require collaborative projects. Students 
could research the material independently and then 
collaborate on how they teach or share this material with 
the class. Other instructors might choose a di$erent format 
for sharing information. For example, an instructor could 
devote 1-2 class periods to poster sessions, where students 
share their research with the class. Students could develop 
YouTube videos and corresponding discussion board 
questions, and the instructor could have the class access 
this information outside of class. 

Here are a Few Additional Considerations:

•  Don’t schedule student lessons/sharing during the last 

one or two days of the semester. Worn out students 

see these end-of-the semester lessons as busy work 

or external to the course content.

•  Ignoring the proposal and progress check negates 

the instructor’s assurance for quality research and 

teaching/sharing. 

•  Avoid scheduling more than one lesson per class 

period as the novelty and impact of one student 

lesson is diminished. The exception would be a poster 

conference or other conference format.

•  Don’t allow students to reschedule lessons. Project 

dates should be as !rm as any other deadline 

established by the instructor. 

•  Refer to students’ lessons throughout the semester. 

Incorporate the concepts from the students’ teaching 

into your own day’s material. This validates the 

students’ material for the entire class and integrates 

their teaching/research into the overall course content.

•  While students should involve the class in their 

teaching/sharing plans, caution them against pointless 

group discussion/activities. Students should have a 

clear purpose for putting the class into small groups or 

for working through a series of discussion questions. 
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Spend a few minutes before the !rst initiative project 

modeling e"ective group discussions/activities.

•  Be #exible. Students continually surprise me with their 

creativity and their insights. Guidelines such as those 

above can o"er comfort and structure to students 

who might fear this project because it is “unknown.” 

However, guidelines and examples can also limit 

students’ creativity in how they might engage the class 

with their research.

•  Recognize that, as with any collaborative project, 

students might contribute unevenly to a collaborative 

initiative project. As with any collaborative project, 

some faculty argue that the team earned the same 

grade, regardless of how the work was divided. Others 

might factor in another grading component that asks 

the group to evaluate each member’s contribution to 

the project.  

Finally, be honest about the success of this assignment 
and be willing to adjust if the projects are not bene"ting 
the students and the class. One semester the initiative 
projects were not going well, and I’m not sure why. !e 
class was a senior-level course that explored ethics in 
literature. I had used the initiative project in this course 
for several semesters and usually these projects were 
the highlight of the semester. But this semester they 
just weren’t working. Perhaps I had minimized the 
importance of these projects and the poor quality re%ected 
this. Perhaps it was the group dynamics, as these were 
collaborative projects. Despite strong proposals and 
interesting research projects, the teaching activities were 
not good. For the most part, they were formulaic: a video 
clip or popular culture-based game, a PowerPoint read by 
the presenters, pointless discussion questions followed by a 
half-hearted “any questions?” 

!e day a#er the fourth lackluster project, I asked the 
students if they were getting anything of value from these 
projects. Fortunately, they were honest with themselves 
and me and admitted that these projects were bad. We 
discussed where to go from here. !e entire class, both 
those who had not yet shared their projects and those who 
had already, decided to change the assignment. Instead 
of using class time for what had devolved into boring 
lectures, the students had to "nd alternatives to sharing 
their research with the class. Some students chose to write 
essays that I incorporated into the course’s reading. Others 

developed jigsaw activities that incorporated their research 
into the day’s reading assignments. I can’t say that every 
project was excellent, but in the end of the semester course 
evaluation, students indicated that they were glad we had 
revamped these projects.

The Initiative Project is No Slam Dunk
Even in a good semester, not every project is successful. 
As with my own teaching, some lessons are outstanding, 
some are average, and some are inadequate. However, I’m 
going to continue implementing and adapting this project. 
A large part of my motivation comes from the memory 
of one student’s project related to Aldous Huxley’s novel 
Brave New World. Her objective was to persuade the 
class that they should read the novel. She’d chosen this 
particular novel because, in another course, she had read 
Neil Postman’s article “Amusing Ourselves to Death,” which 
heavily references Huxley. Since she liked Postman’s article, 
she expected to like Huxley’s novel. 

Her opening words to the class got everyone’s attention: 
“I hated this book.” As visions of being called to President 
Clark’s o&ce danced in my head, I refocused on her 
comments. “I hated this book. !is book made me think!” 

Despite this young woman’s complaints that she had to 
think, she o$ered a thoughtful and challenging analysis of 
a novel that had engaged this student more than any of the 
other texts we’d read that semester. Did those other readings 
ask her to think? !ey should have, but perhaps her 
safety net—“the instructor and the class will explain it to 
me”—minimized those demands. Being solely responsible 
for understanding this particular novel made her think. 
Ironically, her insistence that she hated this book because 
it made her think, partnered with her vibrant discussion of 
the novel, generated greater class interest in the novel than I 
could have achieved. 

So I’ll keep asking students to think, to show initiative 
in their own research and learning. And hopefully, as the 
semester closes, students will know that they have earned 
their A. !
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