DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 091 999 ‘ HE 005 558
AUTHOR Frankel, Edward

TITLE Student-Faculty Evaluation of a Three~Point Grading
: System in Graduate Education Courses.

PUB DATE [74)

NOTE 17p.

EDRS PRICE MF-$0.75 HC-$1.50 PLUS POSTAGE

DESCRIPTORS *Achievement Rating; College Paculty; Educational

Programs; *Grading; Graduate Students; *Graduate
Study; *Higher Education; *Pass Fail Grading;
-Research Projects; Student Attitudes; Teacher
Attitudes

ABSTRACT

An Honors-Pass-Fail (H-P~F) grading system was

- introduced experimentally to replace A-B~C-F grading in all graduate
education courses. H-P-F was more effective than A-B-C-F grading in
distinguishing between exceptional and average:student achievement.
The percentage of highest possible grades declined from 50 percent
A's to about 25 percent H grades where it stabilized for 2 successive
years. The nev grading system was evaluated twice by graduate
students and faculty. At the end of the first year, student approval
wvas overwvhelming, whereas the faculty was about equally divided among
instructors who approved H-P-F and those who either disapproved or
vere uncertain. In the second year, student and faculty approval was
slightly greater than in the first year. (Author)
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Ar Honors - Pass = iail (H=P-F) grading systen wes introduced
experimentally (o replace A-B-C-F grading in all graduate education
courses. H-P-F was rore effective than A-B-0-F grading in distin-
guishing between excentional and averagr student achievement. The
percentage of highest possible grades doclined from 50 percent A's to
about 25 percent H grades where it stobilized for Lo successive yecars,
The néw grading system was evaluated Lwice by graduate students and
faculty. At the end of the first year, student approval was over-
vhelning, whereas the faculty was about equally divided areng instructors
viho approved B~P-F and those tho either disepproved o were uncertain,
In the sccond year, student and Tnculty approval was stightly greater

than in the first yesr.
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Student-Facutty Evalustion of a Threc-Point Grading
Systew i Graduate Fdocation Lourses

p

In recent years, traditional crading systems have cowe under considerable
fire at all cducation levels fran the elecentary o the university and
profeésional schools. The 5-step letier grade scale, A-B-C-D-F, and the
0-100 numecrical scales, long regarded sccred cows of academia, have been
attacked as anachronistic, unfair, subjective, the cause of deslructive
competition, a white midd[e class device which discrininates against minority
students, a dete}rent to students who might take a coursc but are unsure of
themselves, and, in general, an obstacle to real learning (Sparks; 1060} .
The protagonists of traditional grading defend it on the g?cunds that tt is
an incentive fcr learning, an objective reasure of achieverient, and an
integral part of our competitive cocicty (Miller, 1967).

A survey of grading practices among American institutions of higher
learning (American Association of Colleae Reaistrars and Admissions Officers,
1971), reveals that about half the schools have rodificd their grading
system within the past five yecars, and were adonting combinations of
traditional and ron-traditional schemes. Over 60 percent offer pass/fail
or credit/no credit grading options, for some, but rarely all courses.,

Despite the increasing numbers of high schools and colleges that are
replacing rulti-step with two step grading systems | there appoars to be
no tikelihood that such non-traditional systews will completely replace
traditional grading {Chansky, 1873}, 7Yho A-8~C-D-F systen remains the
heavy favorite of directors of adnissions of nudergraduate, qradunte, 1ow

and medical schools. (Stevens, 1973).
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The two sajor reasons cited by four-year colieges and universities
for suppoiting a pass/fail system are (1) to encourags students to explore
subjects oulside their major without fear of jeopardizing their grade
ene of the cenclusions emerging from a re.iew of recent studies of new
grading systems is that students do not tahke pass/fail courses to explore
areas out of their major but rather to make schcol easier for themselves
(Davidovicz, 1972). Insignificant numbers of undergraduate education
students sélected science and mathematics courses which were offered as

pa%s/fail electives (Metzger & Sharp, 1971). Instructors reported that

students suffer some loss in motivation in pass/fail courses (Mclaughtin,
g

[

1971) which often results in lower quality scholarship (Office of
Institutional Research, Wisconsin University, 1973).

Nevertheless, students, for the most part, are enthusiastic about
non-traditional grading systems. They feel that the absence of traditional
practices relieves pressures about grades, gives freedom to explore ncu
arcas, facilitate, close student-faculty relations, and reduces conpatition
with fellow stidints (Bailey, 1972).

The greatest resistance to non-traditional qrading comes tron
gradvate and professional scheols. Although half of the schools have
agopted sore sodifications of traditional grading either ié part or in
tota! (Pewson, 1959), rost deans of graduate scheols huve serious

reservations about non-traditional systems {Schoerer, 1973). Overwh

ol

ingly, they orefer letter ¢rade transcripts since it allows greater cuse

and accuracy in eveluating students (Hassler, 1969). Grade point avarascs
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evidence that undergraduate yrades are pradiclive of graduate performance
{(ladarota, 1969) or of success in tho job (Hayt, 1970},

An in-depth study (Goldemith & Tilker, 1971} of ctedent attitudes
tovard 3-point {H-P-F) and b-point grading systems (AfB~C-F) among under-
graduates, graduates, and facully at Richmond College, a unit of The City
University of how York, indicates a generval preference for the 3-point
grading system with the strongest support coning ;rom gracuate students in
teacher cducation. The faculty was least favorably disposed toward H-P-F
grading systen and was actually close to being ecually divided in its

preference for the twa systews.




Present Study

This study concerns itself with an Honors-Pass-Fail {H-P-F) grading
system which was introduced experirentally in the Fall, 1971 serester by
the graduate division of an urban university. It replcced the traditionl
A-B-C-F syster for evaluating studant achieverent in ell courses offered in
its teacher cducation progran.

Amang the reasens offered for instituting this non-traditional grading
system was the general dissatisfaction with the A-B-C~F system undcr which
about half the final grades in graduate education courses were A's, half B's
with very few C's, and practically no F's. The education faculty felt this
grading system failed to discriminate between exceptional and avefage
student achievement in graduate education courses. |t was hoped that a
three-point grading system such as H=P-F would acHiove this geal. Several
aspects of this experiment are unique. The use of 2 non-traditional grad-
ing system for all courses In a graduatz pregran appears to be an innovative
practice with little precedent.] The evaluation of ‘this grading system by
students and faculty (at the end of the first year and again at the end of
the sccond year) provided unusual data that describe their reactions to an
experimental grading system.

The present study attempted to answer three questions:

1., Docs the H-P-F system discrininate rore clearly belween exceptional

veten?

and average student achievenmant then the conventional A-3-C-T s
2. thow do greduate studznty evaluste the H-P-F grading system?
3. How does the graduate instructional staff evaluate the H-P-F

grading system?

L e Ea ]
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Conparison of Grade Distribution with A-P-C~F and H-P-F Systems

Grades in the A-B-C-F systert used for asseusing student achieverent
in graduate education courses are defined as foltows:

A - excellent (90-100 percent)

B - good (80-83 percent)

C - satisfactory (70-79 percent)

F - fail (0-63 percent)

Th

o

three grading categories on the H-P-F scale, are defined in the
following terms:

Honors (H) = awarded for gznuine intellactunl or creative performance

and/or for superlative rastery of the assigned work

Pass (P) =~ awarded to th2 studant who has completed the assigned

. work and demonstrated a sufficient mastery of it

Fail (F) - denotes that tHe student has failed Lo do a significant
portion of the assigned work o hac been unable ta

demonstrate a sufficient mastery of it.

The effect of substituting one grading system for another, was
measuraed by comparing the distribution of firal grades ha;ed on the A-B-C-F
systen in 1569 ¢ 1970 with the distribution of ¢rades based on ths sub-
sequently used‘H~P-F system in 1971 & 1572, The results of thic cowgarison

are summarized in Table 1,




Tab I e |
Comparison of Grades in Graduate E£ducation Courses Under H-P-F and A-B-C-F

Grading Systems

—— e — e -t e e a A v ek e R AL 4 e e ia s h Set  Cn e e A o S i ok hm S S T a8 & S8 s ke | e oo

A B i F_ __ Others

Tota!l No. '
Year — Grades __No. % No. ¥ No. &  No. 7 No. 4 GPA
1969-70 3154 1468 h6.5 1542 490 59 1.9 0 0.0 85 2.6 3.4%
1970-71 3645 1866 51.0 1495 41.0 285 0.8 0 0.0 256 7.2 3.52
Total
1969-71 6799 3334 49.2 3037 44,8 87 1.3 0 0.0 341 4.7 3.48

*"_ﬂ__ﬁ_ ku‘ji___ _ F _ Q}hersa

Total No. ‘
Year Grades No. g No. % rkn”*_jluh_ﬂo. Zﬁ_ Chi Square
1971-72 3688 o8 28.4 2408 65.3 15 0.4 217 5.9  3.46
1972-73 4315 1152 26.7 2891 67.0 22 0.5 240 5.8
Total
1971-73 8003 _ 2200 27.5 5299 66.2 37 0.5 467 5.8

- — — RS

“Not significant.
9These were adrinistrative ratings: '"J'" for failures for other than acadenmic
reasons, "W for withdrawal, "Abs'' - absent {rom {inal exams, and "lnc' -

incomplete classrocm work.,

Table 1 revecals that for the two yecar pericd prior to H-P-f, about half
- the: final arades in graduate education courses vere A's, over 40 pcrccnt
vere B's, slaghtl/ more thdq one percent wiere ¢! s, and therc were no F qradcs

a,_  ;T|:”> rccntaoe oF A graucc,and the GPA :ncreascd dur:nq th:q pcrlod ,Thi§'

V On thn oth r hund, und*r th° P P f-‘yﬁtcm sllQhL! °MOfc {hdn e fuJ \h “'"

: 'wcre B 5y WO thnrds nc:o P $ and F nra!cs ron&tntulad lg\% thqn one poreent
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of all final marks., There was a slight decline in the percentage of H grades
in the sccond year as conpared to Lhe {irst, but the distribution of H-P-F

grades vias essentially the sawe beth years,

Il. Student Assessment of H-P-F

The reactions of graduate students to the H-P~F were obtaired by an
anonymous questicnnaire at the end of the first year and again at the end of
the second year. Questionnaires werc distributed to all greiduate education
classes; however, only those who had been graded under the H-P-F system were
asked to respond.

The questionnaire contained inquiries about (a) the nusber of graduate
courses completed prior to the introduction of H~P-F in Scptenber, 1972,
(b) number of graduate courses in which they hzd boen graded by H-P-F,
(c) reactions to H-P-F: approve - disapprove - uncertain, and (d) alterna-
tives to H-P-F. |

Responses to the first survey were received from 765 students represenc-
ing 66,5 percent of the graduate studunt population qualified to participate
in the survey. The second survey, at the end of the second year of H-P-F,”
yielded 844 or 56.5 percent of the eligible graduate population, significantly
fewver than in the first survey.* Howover, Loth groups were representative
samples of their respoctive total student ponulation. It is also estimated
that at least two-thirds the respondents participated in both survoys,

The sur.cy indicated that on thoe averacs, students in both surveys bhad
completed about four e¢ducaticn courscs prior to the introduction of H-P-F,
‘Students reported that thoy'had been graded in an average of three courses by

. H-P-F af'the endkofiths;first!yéér and an cqual number by the end of the

2

A
.
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A sunmary of the reactions of graduate student e H-P-F is tabulsted in Toble 2.

Table 2

Gradvrate Education Student Assessaent of L-P-F Gradinag System

1871-1872 oo N972-0873 _.-Chi Squarc ..
e O N e
Approval 55 72.8 64s  77.3
Disapproval 124 16.2 a5 11.3 8.&9*
Uncertain 84 11.0 ; S0 1.4

Total 765 100.0 850 100.0

B

Significant at the .05 level
Table 2 reveals that for two successive years the ercat majority of respondents
whose academic achievement had been asscssed by the H-P-t grading system,
approved it; 72.8% in the first year and 77.3%7 in th2 sccond, an increase of
4.5% which is statistically significant. Thore was & corresponding decline
in disapprovél by 4.9% and a slight increase of 0.4% in "uncertain' responses.
A study was also made in which the rcactions of students graded under
both H-P-F and A-R-C-F systems weoie conparad with reacticns of students graded

: A . D .
only by H-P-F. The results of this corjacison are posted in Table 3.

,




Table 3
Camnarison of Reacticn to H-P-F of Graduate tducation Studonts Mith H-P-~F

and A-B~C-F Grading Cxperience and Students VWith H-P-F Exporience Only

et e et O S et g e hn 48 = e S S S A e A W o 4 H S o e s & ot s S P i e St S i+ onm 8 b % m b e < s s s 1l

e o 4 o o i A . e A e 2 b B+ R s b et S it & < A & o vt e & S o o e o 2 = h. < e @ 5 s gt S oo T WAt e s

_MoP-F & A-R-C-F L MHeP-F Caly
- o, % . Ho, % e LR Souare
Approval 192 71.9 W57 9.7 6.4
Disapprova) 38 ° 14,2 57  10.0

Uncertain 37 13.9 58 10.3
Total 267 100.0 573 100.0

"Significant at .05 level.

As seen in Table 3 there was a significant difference between the vrecactions
of respondents who had experience with both grading systers and respondents
who experienced H-P-F only. The former reoistered less apuroval, nore dis-
approval and more uncertainty than the latter. However, both groups
overwhelming approvad the H-P-F grading system, about 70 parcent and 80 percent
respectively.

At the end of the first year, students wha either disapproved or ware
uncertain about H-P-F were abodt‘equally divided in recomnending a5 alterna-
tives either *he A-B-C=F or the pass/?ail grading systems. This feprescntad
the sentiments of 208 Or 27.2 percent of the recpondents.

By the end of Lﬁo cecond year, one-third of the 191 stgdehtS‘who cither

: -fldisépproved“or«wcre uncertain sbout H-P-f indicated their preference for the

dloas RNtpd faieradta variant af tha traditional svetem either




 of 9% graduate instructors, 90.4 percent. The size of the samples were nol

significantly different.

..]0..

range of non-traditicnal grading systens,

Students vere also given an opportunity at the end of the second yeayr to
record eny changss in their reactions to H-P-F. About nine out of ten respond-
ents indicated that they had not chanacd their ninds about H-P-F, Of those vho
had sccond thoughts, about 25 percent changed from approval té disapproval,

another 25 percent from approval to uncertain, and another 25 perceat from

cither disapproval or uncertainty to approvel.

M. Faculty Evaluation of H-P-f

The reactions of the graduate instructional staff of the Department of
Education to the H-P-F grading system were obtained by means of two anonymous
questionnaires distributed at the same time as the student questionnaires.,

The first questiohnaire, at the e¢nd of the first year, sought responscs

.

to the following inquiries:
1. MNumber of courses taught in which the H-P-F grading system was used.
2. Curricular arcas in which graduate courses were taught.
3. Reactions to H=-P-F: approve_ Disapprove  , or uncertain .
. If you disapprove or are uncertain, the alternatiQes you prefer,

lo the second questionnaire distributed at the end of the second year,
the following items were added:

5. Havé you changed,ybur nind about H-P~F?

6. If yes, describe the change.

Fosponses to the first questionnaire were received from 67 out of the

~graduate staff of‘69. ~9?,lkpercent; thnfsecond questionnaire YEeldcd 85yout

b
3
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end of the second year, the average was 3.7, The sample of graduate classes
graded by H-P~F was reprasentative of all courses offered by curricular areas
during both years of the survey,

The reactions‘of the ¢raduate facelly to H-P=F at tho end of the first

year and again at the end of second year arc surmarized in Table &,

TABLE 4

Rzactions of Graduate Faculty to H-P-F Grading System

e e i 6. st St S P S

b s G i 4 O ki g i L . i e A D e . i AT b 5 S e e

g v — - o 4 A ikt 4 it B et i g e B 8 -

- 18 4

-~197‘ n72 RIS TX S A
No. % No. A Chi
_Sgquare
Approve 35 . 5078 48 58,7
Disapprove 26 38.8 22 23.7 . 3-97K
Uncertain 7 10.4 15 17.6
Totals 67 100.0 85 100.0

- —tn it . i e ® e e s M S e L . It i . W . 8 A i A @ 0 e e

* )
Not significant

From Table &L, it is evident that after one year, half the instructional
$taff approved H-P-F, and by thc second year, fauculty support increased by
8 percenf. Disanproval dectined by 15.1 parcent and uncertainty rose by
7.2 percent.  The changzs i+, 7aculty rexctions wsre not signiflicant.

About 60 percent of the 33 respondents vwho cither disapproved or were
Unceftain of H-P-F at the~end of thc firﬁt year, preferred A~B—C~F '15 pcrcénr
‘g~favoxed pa%s/favl, ano thn_roraunde:, Vurxatnone Of th?:e two systems. The onlv ’ fl .
’  ?new suggc%tinn nas Lhat no’grado bn qiv:n to a <tudent who fasls a COnrse,va“ 

Ey%tcn untrnduced ct Yaiu Un|vo!<tt§'an~Fali, 1972 (TaFL 1972)"ln tho <ﬁrond.



More than 80 percent of the instructors had rol chanced theie minas

about H-P-Fo fron g those who div, hali went Trom approval to disapproval,
hG.C percent froe approval to uncertain, the other 19.0 percent went from
uncertain to either approval or divapproval.  In general, instructors

changed their reactions from approval

(e to either disanproval or uncertain.

DISCUSSION

The gcheral reactions of graduate <tudents and faculty to H-P-F grading
were not unlike thz reactions of similar pcpuiations to non-traditional
grading. Strongest support come from the students; they approved the program
3 to 1. The instructional staff was less enthusiastic, about half approved
it and the remainder were atout cqually divided among those who disapproved
;r were uncertain.,  There were slight gains in both student and faculty
approval at the end of tha second year with about 80 percent in each group
registering no change in their estimates of the H~P-F grading system,

The overwhelming student approval of H-P-F is probably rclated to the
characteristics of the student population and the Master's program in
education, Unlike the typical graduate student, most of these students arve
full-time cmployed teachers, the cverwhelming majority of whon are teaching
in public schools in tha greater motropolitan arca.  These teachers hold
provisional licens2s which permit them to tcach in the steote's public schools
for a period of five years. Uurinq this tire the teachers vork toward
permanent certification obtained upan conpletlwﬂ of a Master's dogrvw or the

- !faC(“lJ"‘Ll}al!OH Of 70 andlL‘Dx!a] apnr \'6“(! Cr(‘d}[ Qf Stl‘ld\‘l bnyond tle P ..u’L‘!O".C o

'wldegrée.',Pcrmanent ccr;ifica;ion insurg pay‘ent of hcgher :a}arjos and haly

e

Mast of thosa

education wreo

"jthin5Q(0,jbh7§6Cu?itv
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fducaticn Dapartrent, 1872), Thus, for the vast conjority of students, the

Master's is o terminael degreo which qualifies then for permanent certification

as a teacher, The non-traditional arading system may theretore be more |

appropriate for this group since grade point averace based on canventional

grading does not directly determine job opportunity, placerment, or promotion,
The unexpected findings were the drasatic declineg in the number of

”highcst‘pessible“ aorades under_the two grading systems, the perceantage of H

as comparcd to A grades, and the stébility of H-P={ system ;ver a Lwo ycar

period. The A-B-C-F was found Ywanting' because it failed to discriminate

between exceptioral and average student achievenent; half the final grades

in graduate educetion courses were A's and the rest were B's with very feow

C's and practically no F's In essence, it functioned as a two step grading

system.  To offset its failure to discriminate betveon superior and average

achicvement, the 3 step H-P-F grading was proposed with the expectation that

instructors would require higher achievement for an M grade than they did for

an A grade. This, in fact, came to pass. Half as meny B as A grades were

awvarded to students by instructoré, the mijority of whon had taught under both

grading systens. 1oreover,.thg reduction in H as compared to A grades continued

for four succgssive sermesters, and the perccntage of H grades declined slightly,

but not significantly in the second year as compared to the first year. This is

a reversal of the rising grade point sverzoz nationally (Bujwin, 1971) oand

of the trend in the pcrcentaée of H grades glven to agraduate students in

2
education in an urban college with a coiparable population.” In the latter

instance, the percentage of H grades for three successive years, starting

_in J970~71, werc‘23.3;,and‘29,2; and"3],h*pefceht.~ ,]n ;he‘cUrrcnt‘study,v;hc ;

Z,Cr}»d-vﬁ (oting 1 Nove

'??rhm?Sdgﬁol}éFé 6f{CitV1Uhiyaﬁ$§tykbf Ne¢‘Yarkg
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percentages for Hogrades, 1971-72, and 1872-73 w:ire 284 and 26.7 resoect~
ively.
[t is possible that the relative stability of B grades, is due to the

"Hawthorpe Effect", a phenomana asazociated with experivuental situations,

Individuals particivating in an experiveat ray inprove their perforpance in

response Lo a new situation, in thjs case, the H-P-F grading system. As the
novelty vcars off, the influence weare off. The influence of the 'iwithorne
Effecl' can be expected to decrcasa. Continucd study s required to determine
how stable H=P-F remains in distfnguishing batvieen eiccptional and average
studentl achievenent. |

it would also be {nstructive to determine what effcct.thc H-P-F system
is having on student and faculty attitudes towards course work and instruction

as well as its inpact on admission tc professicnal and graduate schools for

post Master's degrees.
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