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This story is about the culture of higher education in America. Despite its shortcomings  

and many critics,  American higher education remains the envy of many countries around the  

world.  In the story that follows, long-held teaching values seemingly conflict with newer ideas  

about working with college students.  All characters, locations, and events are fictional, but the 

underlying issues are real and cause for reflection.
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EXTRA CREDIT

Present Day

It is one of those glorious early fall days in the Midwest.  With the bright sun shining and 

virtually no humidity,  the large crowd gathered on the picturesque campus  of Midway State 

University (MSU) is soaking up the rays and giving its enthusiastic approval to the proceedings.

The ribbon-cutting ceremony for the Nathan Scott Carter Academic Center has been a 

long time  in  coming.   Nearly ten years  passed from the initial  concept  to  this  opening day. 

Budget woes, design issues, and campus disputes over control and management of the Center 

nearly killed the project several times.  



The biggest problem was money.  MSU has struggled mightily under the crunch of lower 

state appropriations and higher costs, as have many public universities in the U.S. over the past 

decade or so.  With the economy in bad shape, development officers at MSU had a very limited 

pool of donor prospects for an initiative believed to be critical to the future of the school.  MSU 

officials are convinced that enhanced academic support services will help students earn the grades 

needed to retain their scholarships, and allow students to shorten the time to graduation.  In an era 

of ever-increasing tuition, these are noble goals.

Despite its strategic importance to MSU, the Academic Center project was virtually dead 

in the water two years ago.  Miraculously, an anonymous donor came out of the blue and made it 

all possible with a huge donation that not only paid for the construction but also provided an 

endowment for continuing operations.  It is by far the largest private donation in MSU history.

Over two thousand folding chairs in the quadrangle in front of the new building are filled 

for today’s ceremony. Since the donor insisted on remaining anonymous, the opening celebration 

is focused on the namesake of the building.  As a condition of the gift, the donor selected the 

honoree.  A large section in the front is reserved for the Carter family, and they have come out in 

full force.

Professor Nathan Scott Carter is perhaps the unlikeliest of persons to be honored as the 

namesake of a key building on the MSU campus.  At least that’s what a number of his former 

students and colleagues felt, even if they didn’t say it out loud. 

Even some members of the Carter family were mystified when MSU notified them of the 

honor.  MaryAnn Carter, Nathan’s wife, quietly followed up with MSU officials to make sure it 

wasn’t a mistake or a student prank. 

Apparently,  it  still  hadn’t sunk in yet  with young Ellen Carter,  Nathan’s six-year  old 

granddaughter.  At the ceremony as Professor Carter was being honored, Ellen tugged on her 

dad’s sleeve, pulled him near, and whispered, “Are we  sure Grandpa is supposed to have his 

name on this building?” Ellen’s dad, the oldest son of Nathan and MaryAnn Carter, smiled and 

handed his child the gold medallion presented to each family member.  The beautiful medallion is 

engraved with the image of the new building and the name of Ellen’s grandfather. 

Rest assured that the naming of this building was no mistake.  To understand how we got 

here, we must go back in time and learn about Professor Carter and one of his students.

The Professor: Nathan Scott Carter

Nathan Carter  taught  computer  science at  Midway State for  more  than twenty years. 



During that time he never won a teaching award of any kind.  Not one.  In fact, he has never even 

been nominated for a teaching award.  This is remarkable given the plethora of teaching honors 

that are doled out each year at MSU by the central administration, academic departments, student 

organizations, professional societies, and other groups.

Carter’s youngest colleague in the computer science department, a brand new Ph.D. in 

her first year of teaching, won the MSU Teacher of the Year Award a few years ago.  This left 

Nathan Carter as the only professor in his department without at least one formal teaching honor. 

He sent his young colleague a nice card offering his congratulations.  She thanked him and noted 

that his suggestions on organizing the content of her course helped tremendously.

Professor Carter never worried about teaching awards, and never begrudged those who 

won them.  However, he did worry a lot about good teaching, and he held on to some strong 

beliefs that occasionally brought him into conflict with colleagues and students. 

More than a few students (and some faculty colleagues as well) believe that Nathan Scott 

Carter’s initials stand for “No Second Chances.”  To say that Professor Carter has never been an 

advocate for giving students “do-overs” and extra credit would be putting it mildly. In fact, he 

was never able to conceal his frustration and disgust over how easy it appeared for MSU students 

to muddle through the daily grind with little effort, only to be rescued at the end of the term by 

what he believed to be irrelevant extra credit activities and/or opportunities to re-do previously 

submitted work.  

Nathan would get riled up just listening to his colleagues talk about their use of a popular 

method for getting students to respond to the course evaluation survey used by MSU to rate and 

reward teachers:  Extra credit for the entire class if the response rate is 100%!  “Someone please 

tell me what that has to do with evaluating a student’s mastery of the course material,” Nathan 

asked numerous times at faculty meetings.  He never got an answer that satisfied him. 

 Nathan  was  well  aware  that  the  extra  credit  offered  for  participating  in  course 

evaluations was miniscule and most likely had little effect on final grades of students.  What he 

found alarming was the message it sent to students that things other than their performance in the 

class could be part of the grading process.  Once that door is opened, Nathan wondered where it 

might lead.

At one rather contentious faculty meeting Nathan scolded his colleagues for creating a 

culture in which students are routinely allowed to re-do work that wasn’t up to par.   Some senior 

colleagues  in  the  department  were  having none of  it,  and one posed this  simple  question to 

Nathan:  “How  many  of  your  research  papers  have  been  accepted  in  top  journals  with  no 

revision?”  Nathan fired back that everyone in the room knows a research paper is rarely accepted 



in a top journal without several cycles of revision and resubmission.  “So it is with our students,” 

replied the senior colleague.  “If the best work in the field requires revision and resubmssion, how 

can we demand that our students get it right every time on the first try?”  Nathan was never able 

to counter this argument in a manner that satisfied his colleagues. 

As  a  senior  professor,  Nathan  served  on  a  committee  charged  with  making  a 

recommendation on each candidate for tenure or promotion in his department.  He frequently 

came away frustrated at what he perceived as a highly questionable method for proving one’s 

worth as a teacher.   What troubled him was the position taken by some colleagues that high 

grades are evidence of good teaching. “Let me get this straight,” he said at one meeting.  “Nearly 

all my students make A’s.  Therefore, I must be a great teacher.  Is that the logic?”  Several of his 

colleagues quickly replied, “How could you claim to be a great teacher if your students failed?”

Over time Nathan Carter became even more strongly committed to his belief that higher 

education was falling short of its responsibilities to undergraduates.  He feared that many of his 

colleagues were taking the easy way out, establishing a sort of unspoken quid pro quo – good 

grades  for  good  teacher  evaluations.   He  admired  teachers  who  could  make  their  subject 

interesting, but loathed those he thought simply entertained students instead of challenging them.

No one was spared of Nathan’s sharp criticisms and frequent sarcasm.  His interactions in 

everyday life often provided opportunities to poke fun at the academic training of professionals 

he encountered in medicine, engineering, finance, or business.  He would pick his spots carefully 

so as not to appear insensitive, but if a friend had a routine medical appointment, Nathan might 

express his hope that the doctor didn’t need any extra credit to get through medical school.   If 

someone spoke about a tip from their stockbroker, Nathan might wonder out loud how many “do-

overs” the financial advisor needed to make it through his corporate finance classes.

On a family vacation several years ago, the Carter automobile approached the ramp of a 

suspension bridge over a large waterway.  Right on cue, Nathan began to pray out loud that the 

architects and engineers of this structure earned their degrees by mastering the relevant subject 

matter.  Before he could complete his mock prayer, his wife MaryAnn and the family members in 

the car cut him off, saying in unison: “Here we go again.”

Despite his quirks, Professor Carter got along reasonably well with his MSU colleagues. 

Carter and his colleagues understood that they all had the students’ best interests at heart, even if 

they couldn’t agree on what that was.  

MSU students were well aware of Professor Carter’s reputation, and it’s fair to say they 

didn’t exactly line up to take his classes.  Although the students saw him as “old school” and 

inflexible, they recognized that he was an expert in his field and you would learn something in his 



class.  However, that wasn’t enough to get many of them to enroll.

Nathan’s department head figured out several years ago that she needed to schedule his 

class sections in the prime time slots of late morning and early afternoon to get students to enroll. 

This caused some hard feelings with a few of Nathan’s colleagues, who were forced into 8 AM 

class times they didn’t want.  This was ironic and unfortunate because Nathan actually preferred 

to teach at 8 AM.  The problem is that few students would sign up for his 8 AM class when they 

could fill their schedule with the most popular teachers in the best time slots later in the day.  In 

explaining this scheduling dilemma to the dean, Nathan’s department head put it most succinctly: 

“Nate at eight just doesn’t work.” 

Every  year  Nathan  Carter  had  some  disgruntled  students  complain  informally  or 

formally, but the complaints never amounted to anything more than a hassle for his department 

head and dean.  That’s because Professor Carter always followed MSU policies and procedures in 

establishing and communicating his course requirements to students, and he always did what he 

said he would do in applying the grading criteria.

This doesn’t mean that the MSU administration was happy with Professor Carter.  On the 

contrary, the mere mention of his name in the dean’s office would cause some to roll their eyes. 

MSU was on a mission to move up in the rankings of public colleges.  School officials were 

counting on good relationships between students and faculty to translate into high marks on the 

student satisfaction part of the ranking system.  Nathan Carter supported MSU’s drive to achieve 

national prominence as a public university, and thought he was doing the things needed for the 

school to improve.

As he entered his 12th year at MSU, it was pretty much business as usual for Nathan 

Carter.  He had the usual complaints from a handful of students, but an issue that year with a 

student named Amy Watson turned into something no one saw coming.

The Student: Amy Rachel Watson

There are two things you should know up front about Amy Rachel Watson.  First, she 

comes from a very rich family.  Second, she hated it when the first thing someone learned about 

her was that she comes from a very rich family.

Amy is the only child of two very accomplished parents.  Her mom was a pediatrician 

and successful author of children’s books, and her dad was a well-known trial attorney whose 

name was often in the news.

Yet,  you  would never guess from her demeanor  that  Amy came from a wealthy and 



accomplished family. While she loved her parents dearly, Amy was nothing like them.  Amy has 

always been very modest and somewhat shy and reserved.  By comparison, both her parents were 

very outgoing and aggressive.  Amy’s parents reveled in their success.  Their daughter sought 

refuge from it.

Throughout her high school years, Amy was too embarrassed to drive herself to school. 

Her driving skills weren’t the issue.  It was the fact that the family only bought high-end luxury 

cars, and Amy felt extremely uncomfortable rolling into the school parking lot in something so 

ostentatious.  Amy’s dad refused to buy her the clunker that she wanted or allow her to buy one 

on her own.  She would have been fine riding the school bus, but it didn’t come near the Watson 

estate.  So, Amy hitched a ride to high school every day for four years with one of her friends.

Amy’s mom was a master at organization.  She had to be to balance her medical and 

writing careers, while at the same time being a great wife and mother.  Amy’s dad always seemed 

to be juggling several high-profile cases at the same time.  He never lost his cool or got flustered 

no matter how busy he was.  They both made time for Amy as she was growing up.

  Somehow, the organizing gene (if there is such a thing) missed Amy completely.  Amy 

rarely planned anything ahead of time, and preferred to deal with things as they came along.  Of 

course, Amy’s parents were always looking ahead and were often running interference for their 

daughter, even if she didn’t realize it. 

During her late teen years, Amy sometimes came across as timid and unsure of herself. 

She always did well in school, but wasn’t one to speak up regularly in class.  She had plenty of 

friends, but usually was more of a follower than a leader.  

Amy’s parents wanted her to go to a small private college not far from their home.  The 

Watsons did not feel that Amy was ready for a big campus environment, and they believed the 

private school would be more nurturing.  The outrageously expensive tuition was an afterthought.

Amy had other ideas.  Most of her friends were headed to Midway State, and she wanted 

to be with them.   More importantly,  she didn’t  want  her friends to think that  she had to be 

protected from the real world. 

There were numerous discussions about this issue in the Watson household during Amy’s 

junior and senior years of high school.  Her parents told her she was picking MSU for the wrong 

reasons.  Amy felt she needed to become more independent and that the major college campus 

environment  at  MSU would force  her  to  grow socially as  well  as  academically.   More than 

anything, she wanted to prove her parents wrong.

Eventually Amy’s parents relented and gave her their blessing to attend MSU.  They had 

no idea of the impact their decision would have.



Amy’s years at MSU were marked by personal and professional growth, just as everyone 

had hoped.  She chose computer science as her major and generally liked the challenges in logic 

and systems thrown at her in class after class.  But mostly she liked computer science because it 

was  her thing -- not something her parents pushed her into or set up for her.  The fact that her 

parents knew literally nothing about computer science made it even more attractive for Amy as a 

major. 

Amy’s grades at MSU benefitted greatly from the school’s emphasis on group projects in 

the curriculum.  In several classes her group project grade, which was assigned to all students on 

the team, was much higher than her individual test scores.  This increased her overall grade in 

several classes in which her test scores were not that impressive.

Amy Watson was no slacker in these projects.  In fact, she figured out how to make 

herself extremely valuable to student project teams.  She developed exceptional skills in adding 

special effects, sound enhancement, hidden video, and other bells and whistles into presentation 

slides to make them more interesting and entertaining for the audience.  Some instructors raved 

about presentations by Amy’s  group in their classes.  Amy became known among her student 

peers for her technical skills in presentation media, and in many classes students fought to have 

her in their project group for that very reason.  (Amy admitted to a few of her close friends that 

sometimes she was clueless about the actual subject matter of the presentations.)

Overall, Amy fit in well with the MSU culture.  It provided the nurturing environment 

that her parents wanted as well as the big school experience that Amy sought.  She seemed to be 

growing as a person and feeling much more confident about herself.  Grade wise, everything 

seemed to fall her way.  She would totter on the edge in many classes, but end up with a high 

grade  at  the  end  when  group  project  grades,  test  curves,  extra  credit  activities,  re-test 

opportunities, and the like were all factored into her semester average.  

Outside the classroom, Amy developed interests and activities like most MSU students. 

She joined a sorority, served on a committee in student government, and participated in some 

community service activities.  She was sometimes pulled in different directions with her class and 

outside activities,  and often had a hard time saying no when asked to participate in a worthy 

cause.  There were times when her mom’s organizational skills would have come in handy.  

Halfway  through  her  senior  year,  Amy’s  grades  and  extracurricular  activities  were 

impressive, and she looked like a possible candidate for the Midway Society, an elite group of 

graduating seniors representing the best that MSU has to offer.  Selection to the Midway Society 

is based largely on the portfolio that every student is required to develop at MSU.  The portfolios 

document not only academic activities but also well-rounded behavior demonstrating creativity, 



leadership, community service, and good citizenship. 

When Amy realized that she could possibly be a candidate for the Midway Society, she 

became excited and highly motivated. She thought this would be a great way to show her parents 

that coming to MSU was the right choice.  

Amy was realistic and knew that the competition would be fierce.  Many of her fellow 

students had their sights on the Midway Society from day 1, and they were way ahead of Amy in 

marketing themselves in their portfolio.  Amy realized she needed more extracurricular entries, 

and she began volunteering for community service projects and joining clubs and professional 

societies to improve her portfolio.

Amy’s final semester at MSU was a very busy one.  In addition to her strong push to 

enhance her overall portfolio, she had some tough courses remaining in the highly regarded MSU 

computer  science curriculum.   Amy’s  final  courses included database management,  computer 

architecture, computational science, and computer security.  

At this point in her MSU career, Amy was a veteran who knew the ropes and had the 

straight scoop on all the professors.  It shocked many of her friends when she told them that she 

signed up for the section of the computer security course taught by Professor Nathan Carter. 

After all, most students avoided Carter like the plague.

Why would Amy Watson, in her most important semester, sign up for a class taught by 

the notorious Nathan Carter?   When asked that very question by one of her sorority sisters, 

Amy’s  answer  made  perfect  sense.   “Three  additional  hours  of  sleep  every  Tuesday  and 

Thursday,” Amy replied.

Amy could have signed up for the computer security class section taught  by Randall 

Eaton at 8 AM on Tuesdays and Thursdays.  There was one seat left in Professor Eaton’s section 

when Amy preregistered.  Eaton – known as Randy to the students – got the short end of the stick 

and had his section moved to the 8 AM time slot because of the scheduling issue with Nathan 

Carter mentioned earlier.  

Students needing the computer security class that semester had a choice.  They could take 

the very popular and entertaining Randy Eaton at 8 AM, magic tricks and all.  Or, they could 

sleep in, and enroll in the 11 AM section taught by Nathan Carter.  (See how it works?)

Amy’s  choice  was  not  as  frivolous  as  it  might  seem.   Amy  knew  she  would  be 

overextended during the term with the extracurricular and community service activities needed to 

catch her up with the competition for the Midway Society award.  She might  be burning the 

midnight oil like never before.  

For  once in  her  life,  Amy needed to plan ahead and get  organized.  She was able to 



arrange her schedule so that her first class on Tuesdays and Thursdays did not start until 11 AM, 

giving her a block of time on those days for study or sleep, whichever was needed most at the 

time.  

The Reckoning

“Whew!”  Amy Watson gave a big sigh of relief as though she had just dodged a bullet.

 “This isn’t going to be so bad,” she thought to herself as she walked out of the first class 

meeting in the computer security course taught by Professor Carter.  He wasn’t anywhere near the 

monster she was expecting.  He was actually very nice and very straightforward.

The first day of class involved the usual course introduction stuff.  Carter kept his troops 

longer than most instructors on the first day, but Amy expected that from him.  She came away 

impressed with his knowledge, and she could tell that he put a lot into the organization of the 

course.   This  wasn’t  exactly comforting,  but  Professor  Carter  reminded  Amy of  her  parents 

--confident, organized, and very task oriented.

Nathan Carter viewed computer security as an essential topic in today’s world, and that’s 

what he told his students on the first day. He felt it would be unforgivable for any university to 

turn  out  computer  science  graduates  who  lacked  technical  competence  in  computer  systems 

security. He always spent the first few class sessions reviewing case studies of actual computer 

fraud situations to underscore the practical relevance of the subjects covered in the course.  But 

that was just to set the stage for in-depth study of specific technical aspects of computer security. 

The  structure  and  organization  of  the  course  reflected  the  importance  that  Professor 

Carter placed on establishing individual student competence in the topic areas. While he included 

a group project as part of the requirements (as is expected at MSU), Carter structured the course 

so that the heaviest weight in determining a student’s grade came from performance on a series of 

competency tests given throughout the term.  He didn’t want to allow students to hide in a group, 

leaving him unable to assess their individual technical competence in computer security.  

The competency tests addressed technical subjects related to cryptography,  intrusions, 

auditing, monitoring and evaluation.  It wasn’t enough for Professor Carter for his students to be 

able to recant stories of computer fraud in the literature.  They were being educated as scientists. 

They had to understand the mathematics and engineering issues involved with computer security. 

To Nathan Carter, assessing these competencies had to be done on an individual student level.

As the semester got rolling, Amy attended every class and took notes.  However, she 

rarely read the assigned textbook chapters in advance, as recommended by Professor Carter.  



It wasn’t that she didn’t care.  In her mind, she didn’t have time.  She was on a mission to 

build up her portfolio for the Midway Society selection committee.  Besides, Amy told herself, 

she hadn’t kept up with the reading in any course over the past three years, and still did fine.  She 

felt that Professor Carter gave good explanations and she was following most of what he did in 

class, although she didn’t review or attempt to duplicate any of the problem sets on her own.

As  the  date  for  the  first  competency  test  approached,  Amy  was  completing  two 

community service projects and dealing with several meetings that she didn’t want to attend.  She 

agreed to serve on a second student government committee, and was frustrated at how much time 

it took and how little it seemed to accomplish.  She couldn’t quit though.  This was important for 

the Midway Society,  and several  of  her competitors for  that  honor  were also serving on the 

committee.  

 As  was  his  usual  practice,  Professor  Carter  posted  extra  office  hours  prior  to  each 

competency test.  He intentionally scheduled the extra hours several days in advance of the test to 

encourage students to start studying early, but he was continually amazed at how little business 

he got during those extra hours.  He jokingly referred to himself as the Maytag repairman, but 

most students didn’t know what he was talking about.  Professor Carter never understood that the 

test is not on the radar screen of many students three days out. 

Amy was impressed that Professor Carter was holding extra office hours and could have 

used some help, but was afraid to go.  “I haven’t had time to review anything yet and wouldn’t 

know what to ask,” she said to herself.  She thought it would be better not to appear ignorant.

As evening came on the day prior to Carter’s first test, Amy was still preoccupied with 

other tests and commitments.    Even though time was short,  she remained confident that she 

could still prepare herself and do well on the test.  Remember, Amy saved those three hours on 

Thursday morning before the 11:00 class when the test would be given.

The next morning Amy rose as early as she could, given the late night required to meet a 

paper deadline in another class.  She was at her desk by 8 AM and still felt that she had sufficient  

time to prepare for the computer security test.

When Amy pulled out her file, she couldn’t make heads or tails of the notes she had 

taken.  It all made sense when Carter was explaining the material, but now it looked like Greek to 

her.  She didn’t have time to start reading the textbook, and didn’t really have any friends in the 

class that she could call.  (All her friends were in Randy’s section.)  All she could do was stare at 

her scribbling for a few hours before heading across campus to take the test.  Amazingly, she still 

held out hope that it would come to her when she saw the test questions.  That was classic Amy.

Amy made 69 on the first test, putting her below the class average of 72.  In the standard 



grading scale used by Professor Carter, Amy’s test grade was a D, falling one point short of the 

70 needed for a C.  Carter clung to the old fashioned belief  that  the grade of C represented 

average performance.  He was not disturbed at all by a class average of 72 on the first major test, 

especially when several  students scored in the 90’s,  80’s,  and so on down the line.   In fact, 

Nathan thought  a tough first  test  is  a  good thing because it  can serve as a wake up call  for 

students while there is plenty of time left in the semester for them to adjust their study habits and 

ask for help.

This was not the norm for MSU.  The overall grade average for the MSU student body 

was a solid B, and the numerical grade point average was increasing each year.  There was some 

grumbling among the students in Carter’s class after the first test results, but no one said anything 

to him.  Carter went over all the test questions in class, and none of the students could make an 

argument that the questions were inappropriate or that their paper was graded incorrectly.  Only 

their grades were inappropriate, they thought.

Several students in the class, including Amy, checked into transferring to Randy’s 8 AM 

section of the course.  A sign posted outside the department office greeted them, indicating that 

the 8 AM section of the computer security course was full.  It was a tattered looking sign that had 

obviously been used before.

Amy’s score on Carter’s first test hardly made her look like a candidate for the Midway 

Society, but she had been here before.  In fact, this was pretty much the way Amy started most of 

her classes.  She would use the first test in each class to see where she needed to spend her time. 

Clearly, she needed to spend more time on this class.

As the semester progressed, Amy did her best to balance the numerous extracurricular 

activities on her plate with her need to spend more time on the computer security course. As 

usual, she underestimated the time required for commitments she made, and was always playing 

catch up.  

It was a losing battle. 

When Amy joined several professional clubs to beef up her portfolio, she didn’t know 

that you had to attend meetings as a condition of membership, and that there were sign-in sheets 

at the door of every meeting to prove your attendance.  Not only that, Amy learned quickly that 

you better be an officer in some of these clubs if you are to be taken seriously for the Midway 

Society.

She  also  learned  that  Midway  Society  candidates  are  expected  to  be  organizers  of 

community service events, not just participants.  Amy learned that it’s a lot easier to show up at 

an elementary school and read to first graders for half an hour than it is to set up the event, recruit 



the volunteers, and arrange for the logistics.

With all these things to deal with, Amy’s study time was limited and it showed in the test 

results in all her classes throughout the entire term.  However, she knew that in all her courses 

except one there would be some grade adjustments.  One of her professors always threw out the 

lowest test grade, some others allowed students to re-take any test prior to the final exam, and all 

except Carter had extra credit options.  

In a couple of Amy’s courses this term, the extra credit options were so extensive that a 

student  willing  to  do  extra  work  could  basically  remove  the  ill  effects  of  low  test  scores 

completely.  Amy took advantage of opportunities to receive extra credit in two of her courses for 

performing community service projects she was already committed to, even though the projects 

were unrelated to the course material. (Reading to first graders was one of them.)  In offering 

these extra credit options on the fly,  the professors of these courses explained that they were 

supporting the MSU goal of instilling a spirit of community service in their students. This was 

perfect for Amy, adding to her portfolio and helping her grade at the same time!

Amy  never  missed  a  class  in  Professor  Carter’s  course  over  the  entire  semester. 

Unfortunately, she felt she didn’t have time to study the material sufficiently to score well on the 

tests, and she knew that her grade in the course would be based largely on her test performance. 

There was something very unfair about this, Amy thought.  

For the record, Amy Watson did slightly better on each of the three tests in Carter’s 

course over the term, going from 69 to 74 to 75.  Her final exam score was 75.  Her project team 

earned  a  grade  of  85.   Amy  did  her  usual  spectacular  job  of  adding  sizzle  to  her  group’s 

presentation slides, but Professor Carter didn’t grade on sizzle.  He told them their project was 

good, and he gave them what he considered a good grade.  Amy’s final course average was 75.6, 

right at the overall  class average of 75.1.  In Nathan Carter’s class this level of performance 

earned the grade of C.

Amy knew in her heart that her knowledge of computer security was not strong, and that 

she deserved an average grade in the course.  However, she couldn’t shake the feeling that an 

average grade would be a B at MSU under any professor other than Nathan Carter.  B’s wouldn’t 

help her with the Midway Society, but they wouldn’t kill her chances either.  C’s were unheard 

of.

Amy then did something that few people who knew her would expect.  She filed a formal 

grievance against Nathan Carter, claiming unfair grading practices that violated MSU norms and 

practices.  Her position was that extra credit and re-testing are the norm at the school, and that she 

and her classmates have been conditioned to expect these options will be introduced during the 



term as needed by the students.  She had no such opportunities in Nathan Carter’s class.  

She went through all the proper stages in her grievance, meeting with Professor Carter, 

his department head, and the dean. When no relief was offered, the case went to the academic 

grievance board.

Amy was polite,  courteous and professional  in all  her  meetings  in this  process.   She 

explained her position to Carter and his bosses in separate meetings.  They all responded that they 

believed MSU policies had been followed in the conduct of the course.  

At  the  grievance  board  meeting,  Amy  repeated  the  concerns  she  expressed  in  her 

meetings  with  Carter  and  the  MSU officials.   She  showed  remarkable  poise,  and  everyone 

listened carefully and respectfully.

In the end, the grievance board was unanimous in its conclusion that no violation of MSU 

policies  had occurred.   The student  representatives  on the  board were  the  most  vocal  in  the 

deliberations and took the strongest stand that the professor did nothing wrong.

Amy viewed the result as a bitter defeat. 

Despite  this  keen  disappointment,  Amy completed  her  portfolio  and submitted  it  for 

consideration by the Midway Society.  The portfolios had to be submitted in electronic form, so 

Amy was in her element given her skills in presentation media.  No student at MSU had a more 

eye-catching electronic portfolio than Amy Watson.   Unfortunately,  many students had more 

substantive accomplishments, and Amy didn’t make the Midway Society.  

In Amy’s mind, she missed out on the Midway Society largely because she made a C in a 

senior level course in her major field of study.  In reality, Amy probably was not that close to 

making the cut.  But reality didn’t matter.  What mattered at the time was that Amy thought MSU 

had built her up, and then knocked her down.  And she had Nathan Carter to thank for it.

Amy never told her parents about her quest for the Midway Society or the dispute with 

her professor.  She couldn’t.   It was her choice to attend MSU, and this was her problem to deal 

with.

At graduation the Watsons were very proud of Amy and they let her know it.  Amy was 

afraid they were going to buy her some fancy car as a present, but they didn’t.  The Watsons 

knew their daughter.  They had a nice lunch at the country club after the ceremony and a private 

party at home afterwards.

 Amy put  on  a  good face  during  the  graduation  festivities,  but  deep  inside  she  felt 

betrayed by her school and bitter about her last year.  She never worked harder in her life, and she 

believed she deserved better.

Amy didn’t appreciate at the time how much she had grown at MSU or how much she 



needed to learn the lesson taught her by Nathan Carter.  

That would come later.

The Epiphany

After graduation Amy got a job in the information technology (IT) department of a bank 

not far from her hometown, and about 100 miles from the MSU campus.  It was a good first job, 

but not something that she saw herself doing for the long haul.  She had her own place, made 

some new friends and stayed connected with some old ones, and visited her parents periodically. 

She dated several guys, but hadn’t really developed a serious relationship and wasn’t looking for 

one.

Amy never got over her last semester at MSU and still harbored hard feelings about what 

happened.  To make matters worse, one of her coworkers at the bank was an MSU classmate who 

took Randy Eaton for the computer security class during that last semester that Amy was dealing 

with Nathan Carter.  While her coworker never said anything, just seeing him on a daily basis 

was a reminder to Amy about her ordeal.

 Amy refused to read any of the alumni literature sent to her by MSU.  It went straight 

into the trash unopened.  MSU came after new alumni pretty strong, hoping to establish a giving 

pattern that could be cultivated over the graduate’s career.  Most young alumni were receptive 

and understood the importance of supporting the school.  Not Amy.

Several years passed since graduation before things changed for Amy.   Three separate 

events occurred that changed everything.  All three were totally unexpected, and quite shocking.

*****

The first event occurred almost five years to the day after Amy graduated.  Something 

came in the mail from MSU that caught her eye as it hit the trash unopened.  Over the last few 

years she had received, and disposed of, many letters from MSU.  This one was different.

This  letter  was  from the  computer  science  department,  and  above  the  printed  return 

address on the envelope something was handwritten in ink.  She pulled it out of the trash and 

looked closer.  The handwritten name above the return address was:  Carter.

Amy’s heart sank.  

She couldn’t imagine that it would be a letter from Nathan Carter, but that’s exactly what 

it was.  It turns out that Professor Carter routinely sent letters to former students wishing them 

well.   Carter didn’t send every former student a letter.  He intentionally chose former students he 

thought had promise but struggled in his class for whatever reason.  He usually waited five years 

after their graduation, and then sent a very warm and personal letter expressing his wish that they 



were doing well professionally and personally.  He had no agenda other than expressing his good 

wishes, and that’s exactly the way Amy read the letter.

Amy was deeply touched, and she teared up as she read the letter.  She read it several 

times, put it away, then pulled it back out and read it again, and then again.

That evening Amy began thinking about her experiences at MSU.  She laughed to herself 

as she recalled the shy and timid young girl who enrolled as a freshman, and the young woman 

who bravely filed a grievance against an established professor four years later.   

She went into the storage area in her garage and retrieved an old box of stuff from MSU 

that she never got around to throwing away.  There she found materials from several computer 

science courses she took during her last two years.   Also in the box were her transcripts and 

several documents related to her grievance against Carter.  It had only been five years,  but it 

seemed to Amy that she was looking at things from a lifetime ago.

As Amy looked carefully at her transcripts and course materials, she began to see things 

from a different perspective.  She finally realized that her time at MSU was very successful even 

without making the Midway Society.  After all, she selected MSU and convinced her parents it 

was a good fit,  chose the computer science major  on her own, graduated on time with good 

grades, and now had a good job in the IT field.  Not only that, in the back of her mind Amy knew 

that  one  day she was going  to  start  her  own IT business.   That’s  pretty  good,  Amy finally 

admitted to herself.

She also came to grips with the reality that her grades would not have allowed her to be 

considered for the Midway Society if it weren’t for all those extra credit points and test re-takes 

she saw documented in the files in front of her.  It didn’t seem like much during her student years, 

but  as  she  looked at  it  now Amy was stunned at  the  amount  of  extra  credit  and “do-over” 

opportunities she had in college.  That doesn’t cut it in the real world, Amy now thought.

Amy Watson never forgot the letter from Nathan Carter.  That simple act of kindness 

allowed Amy to clear her head and re-think everything about her college experience. It  gave 

meaning and perspective to all that she had gone through, and finally allowed her to understand 

that  Carter’s  policies  were  designed  to  prepare  students  for  life  and  career  challenges  by 

promoting competence and accountability.   That  was not  the  same thing as  creating a  fancy 

portfolio. Amy knew that she needed to develop the values advocated by Professor Carter if she 

were to accomplish her goal of starting her own successful IT business.

Amy did not answer Nathan Carter’s letter.  At least not in the way we normally think 

about answering a letter.  He didn’t expect her to write back, and she didn’t yet have the words to 

respond.  



*****

About two years after receiving the letter from Nathan Carter, something tragic happened 

that changed Amy’s life forever.  There was no way to prepare for this.

While at work one afternoon Amy received a frantic call from one of her old neighbors 

near her parent’s estate.  There had been an accident and the police were trying to locate Amy.  It 

was the worst news possible.

A terrible car crash along the interstate highway near her hometown claimed the life of 

both Amy’s mom and dad.  A tractor-trailer jackknifed causing multiple cars to crash.  Along 

with Amy’s parents, two other persons were killed.  Amy’s parents died instantly in the crash.

Amy  was  devastated,  and  relied  on  friends  and  nearby  relatives  to  get  through  this 

difficult period.  The Watsons were highly respected, and the accident was a shock to everyone. 

Hundreds showed up for the funeral service, which was remarkably simple given the lavish life 

style of the Watsons.  Amy planned the entire service.  In it she gave a stirring eulogy of her 

parents, showing poise and confidence that few saw in her before she went to college.

Amy also worked with officials in the local town to create an appropriate memorial for 

her parents.  Both Watsons were very involved in community service and very visible in local 

politics.  Amy’s dad served on city council for many years, and was once the vice mayor.  Amy’s 

mom was a leader on the school board, and donated her time and money to a free medical clinic 

for needy kids in the area.  Amy was instrumental in getting the grounds at city hall named in 

honor of  her  parents.  The Charles and Irene Watson Memorial  Garden surrounding city hall 

became a central gathering point for the community.  An impressive plaque honoring the Watsons 

was the centerpiece of the Garden, with the inscription written by Amy. 

When things started to settle down, Amy was left with a country estate she didn’t need, 

luxury cars she didn’t want, and a fortune that she didn’t earn.  That wouldn’t bother a lot of 29 

year-old single women, but it didn’t feel right for Amy Watson.

There was no way Amy was going to live off her parent’s fortune.  She made the decision 

that this was the time to take the leap and give up her job at the bank to start her own small IT 

business.  She had already developed the business concept for her venture, and had a colleague 

who was ready to  partner  with her.   Amy decided to  use  a  small  part  of  her  inheritance to 

jumpstart her business venture.  She rationalized that she saved her parents a good deal of money 

by going to MSU rather than the private college they wanted her to attend.  She thought this 

justified her use of some family funds to get her business started.  It would be on her to make it 

successful.

As for the vast  majority of the inheritance, Amy thought she would find a deserving 



charity of some kind.

*****

The third event that impacted Amy Watson occurred only about a year after her parents 

were killed.  Amy wasn’t sure exactly when it happened; she found out about it after the fact.

Amy was feeling good about her alma mater  after receiving the letter from Professor 

Carter and re-examining her college experience, and she began reading the MSU quarterly alumni 

magazine.  She enjoyed reading articles about the school, looking at pictures of the campus, and 

seeing updates on her fellow alumni.  Occasionally she would see the photo of a classmate with a 

new baby or a notice about a job promotion for someone who was on one of her project teams in 

school.

One evening Amy was looking through the latest alumni magazine and reading several 

articles, including one about the challenges the school was having in getting a new academic 

center built on campus.  She thought that would have been helpful when she was there, but didn’t 

give it  much thought  and moved on to the next  article.   On the very last  page of the issue, 

something caught her eye and caused her to gasp.

Under the heading “Passings” a name jumped off the page:  

Nathan Scott Carter.

Amy looked back through the magazine to see if she missed the article about him.  There 

was no article and no obituary.   Just a name listed on the last  page.  Amy later learned that 

Professor Carter had a major heart attack a few months ago and died in his home.  She was 

surprised and disappointed that the school didn’t have some type of memorial service for him.

Professor Carter’s passing caused Amy to reflect again on her experience at MSU.  More 

than ever, she appreciated his philosophy about student accountability and his efforts to ensure 

that students mastered the key subjects in their chosen field.  This is what you are supposed to 

learn in college, she thought to herself.  She was now viewing things from the perspective of an 

entrepreneur launching a new business startup. 

Amy was deeply saddened by Professor Carter’s death, and felt really bad that she didn’t 

answer his letter. She wished there was something she could do.

*****

Before returning to the ribbon-cutting ceremony now underway on campus, we should 

pause to reflect on the transformation of Amy Watson brought about by the events just described. 

She seemed to make a 180-degree turn in her thinking, now viewing Nathan Carter as a hero for 

holding students to high standards that she felt would prepare them for life in the real world, even 



at the expense of his own popularity.  In her revised thinking, college students would be much 

better served if all professors were like Nathan Carter.

Amy’s transformation was remarkable, but she still wasn’t quite seeing the big picture. 

In reality, Amy’s growth and development during her four years at MSU, which she has finally 

acknowledged as significant and life changing, were the product of  all  her experiences.  She 

benefitted greatly from exposure to different philosophies and different approaches to teaching 

and working with students.  She also benefitted from the challenges she encountered in balancing 

academic and extracurricular activities, even though it might have seemed that she was failing at 

the time.  

Everything she experienced served a greater purpose in her development.  Amy needed to 

understand the importance of promoting one’s self as required in the portfolio -- that’s the way 

the world works.  But she also had to learn that you better bring the steak with the sizzle, and she 

got a heavy dose of that from Nathan Carter.  She also needed to learn that it is OK to reach for a 

goal, even if you fall short as she did with the Midway Society.   

Without  the  widely  different  approaches  and  philosophies  she  encountered,  Amy’s 

experience  would  have  been  lacking.   Perhaps  Nathan  Carter  was  a  key professor  for  Amy 

Watson because he provided a component of her experience that was missing for her at the time. 

For other students, Randy Eaton might provide that missing component.  And by the way, those 

magic tricks that Randy Eaton was famous for were carefully designed to illustrate the art of 

deception, a key factor in computer fraud and hacking.

Amy Watson probably wasn’t going to figure all this out any time soon.  Nathan Carter 

never did. But Amy did figure out something she could do.

We are now ready to rejoin the ceremony on campus.

Back to the Present Day

 The final speaker at the dedication ceremony has just concluded his remarks, and many 

in the crowd are making their way into the large lobby of the new building for the reception. 

Refreshments are served and tours are being conducted for all to see this magnificent facility. 

The Carter family received a private tour a few days ago, and they are now gathering near the 

front of the lobby for their planned excursion.  MSU officials graciously provided one of the 

school’s athletic buses and a driver to allow more than twenty family members to travel together 

to  the  cemetery where  Professor  Carter  now rests,  some  twelve miles  away.  A brief  private 

ceremony is planned for the family.

On the trip, the mood is upbeat and the discussion turns to speculation about who made 



the incredible gift honoring their family member.  The donor has been adamant about remaining 

anonymous.   Only four or  five MSU officials  know who it  is,  and they aren’t  about  to risk 

forfeiting the new building’s operating endowment by revealing anything.  

One of the family members thinks it had to be some large corporation, or some kind of 

foundation.   Another  thinks  maybe  it  was  a wealthy alum,  possibly one of  Nathan’s  former 

students.  A family member sitting in the back of the bus says loudly for everyone to hear, “If it 

was  a  former  student,  which  I  seriously  doubt,  there’s  probably  a  pretty  good  story  there 

somewhere.” 

At  the cemetery the  family mood becomes  more  somber  as Nathan’s  oldest  son and 

several other family members make brief remarks.  Six-year old Ellen Carter is still holding the 

gold medallion her dad handed her at the campus ceremony.  She is sobbing and having a hard 

time processing everything that is taking place today.   She was only four years old when her 

grandfather died, but she remembers his smile and the games they played.  Ellen knows that she 

will always cherish the medallion she has in her hands.

 As the ceremony concludes, the bus pulls out of the cemetery and heads back toward 

campus.  There is virtual silence in the bus on the way back.  It has been a long and emotional 

day.

As the bus approaches the stop sign at an intersection, Ellen Carter looks out the window 

and sees the steel frame of a large building under construction with several enormous cranes 

surrounding it.  Instinctively she shouts, “Whoa!  Let’s hope the man doing that building had a 

great teacher like Grandpa.”

Family members in the bus didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.  Some did both.

*****

About 100 miles from the MSU campus, at the same time the dedication ceremony was 

going on, there is a flurry of activity in the modest office of Network Security Consultants.  The 

sign over the door of this new startup simply displays the block letters:  NSC. 

 Inside, Amy Watson is busy with her business partner getting ready for a critical sales 

presentation that could bring them their first major client.  Amy’s new business provides security 

monitoring for online purchase systems used by retailers.  They have targeted small retailers who 

can’t afford the expensive services offered by larger IT firms.

The irony of Amy starting a business in the computer security field was not lost on her. 

She recognized the market potential, but knew she had to develop greater expertise to be a service 

provider in this field.  She committed herself to do all the things that she neglected to do while a 

student under Nathan Carter.  



Amy  knew  that  the  computer  security  field  was  rapidly  changing  and  many  new 

technologies had been introduced since she took the course from Carter years ago.  Nonetheless, 

she felt a strong desire to go back through her old notes and materials to establish a foundation. 

She wasn’t sure if she was doing this out of guilt for her past behavior, or as some sort of tribute 

to her old professor, but it turned out to be a useful exercise.  She re-purchased the latest edition 

of the textbook used in Carter’s class and read it for the first time.   She then pulled notes and 

materials from that old box of MSU stuff she found in her garage a few years back.  Somehow 

things made more sense this time after actually reading the book.  

Amy  then  wisely  used  some  of  the  funds  from her  inheritance  to  travel  around  the 

country attending seminars on computer security taught by top scholars and practitioners in the 

field.  She found that some of the basic concepts were just as Carter presented them, but there 

were  of  course  many  new developments.   Amy  was  surprised  at  how many  times  in  these 

seminars she saw references to the work of Professor Nathan Carter -- and Professor Randall 

Eaton.

 Amy recruited as her business partner and co-owner a former MSU computer science 

student who graduated a few years earlier than she did.  Her business partner took computer 

security from Nathan Carter, and made a solid A in the course.  (Amy Watson is no dummy.)

On this extremely busy day,  Amy decides to take a break to reflect on the events she 

knows are taking place on the MSU campus at this very moment.  She quietly slips away and sits 

behind her small desk, closing the door behind her.  

Amy opens the top desk drawer and pulls out a gold medallion.  

It’s the same medallion given to each member of the Carter family earlier this afternoon. 

She gently rubs the face of the medallion and takes a deep breath, with many thoughts racing 

through her mind.

There is a quick knock on the door, and Amy’s business partner opens it, saying, “Let’s 

get  back  at  it.”   He  is  very concerned that  they are  prepared  to  make  their  important  sales 

presentation tomorrow morning.  To emphasize the point, he says to Amy quite sternly:  “We are 

only going to get one shot at this.”

Amy breaks out in laughter, startling her colleague as he stands in the doorway.   She 

glances at the medallion in her hands, and then looks back up at him.  With a big smile on her 

face, Amy answers:

Tell me something I don’t know!

######### 
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