Harvard Just Took a Big, Brave Step Against a Nationwide Problem
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In a vote whose results were announced on Wednesday, Harvard faculty decided to do something we have talked about for decades but never managed to pull off: cap the number of full A’s in every course. The new rule imposes a “20 plus four” formula, meaning only about 20 percent of the students in a course can receive full A’s. (The asterisk is that it’s actually 20 percent plus four more students, an adjustment that’s designed for small, advanced seminars that tend to be more collaborative.)
Now comes the hard part — making sure this change improves the education we offer, something that depends on much more than just the decisions made on our campus.
Easy A’s are a problem for a whole lot of reasons. They reduce the incentive to learn, which means that students leave college with less knowledge and fewer skills. They make it hard for truly exceptional students to stand out from their merely successful peers. And though inflated grades might seem to lower pressure on students, the opposite is also true; grade-point averages got so high at Harvard that just two A-minuses were recently enough to disqualify students from graduating summa cum laude.
Over the seven years that we two have taught EC 10, the university’s introductory economics class, we gave full A’s to over 4,000 students, or more than 49 percent of the people we taught. That places us below the average of our fellow instructors, who in the 2024-2025 academic year awarded full A’s 60 percent of the time. Although all the highest-ranked EC 10 students had mastered the material, they hadn’t all crossed the threshold of “extraordinary distinction” that the student handbook says a full A is supposed to represent.

(…)
Various deans exhorted the Harvard faculty to stop giving out so many A’s, but little changed until we acted together to bind ourselves as a community. When individual incentives pull in the opposite direction of what is best for society, the only durable solution is a mechanism that incentivizes or requires everyone to act in the common good. We talk about that in EC 10, too.
Ultimately, grade inflation hurts not just the quality of individual students’ education; it hurts the university — any university — as a whole, by corroding its reputation for excellence. Asked about Harvard’s proposal, the dean of Yale College, Pericles Lewis, told The Yale Daily News, “I don’t want an A at Yale to be seen as a lesser A.”
The approach Harvard chose is one of many possible ways to overcome grade inflation. Every proposal that was floated, including this one, has downsides and unfair cases. The 20-plus-four approach, for example, would penalize a class that had unusually many talented and hard-working students. But it provides an easy-to-understand, workable solution to the grade inflation that plagued the old status quo. So we chose it.
Anti-inflation measures are hard to maintain, however. Princeton’s cap on A’s lasted from 2004 to 2014; Wellesley’s grade-deflation policy lasted from 2004 to 2019. Both were repealed under student and faculty pressure. For our new cap to work, we will have to show that it is part of a broader effort to improve education and learning — that we are not simply punishing our students with lower grades but raising the bar with more challenging and exciting classes. And more academic competition too. (558 words)

