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Ar Honors Pass gali (H-P-F) grading syste, was introduced

experirhontally to replace A-B-C-F graJing in all graduate education

courses. H-P-F was rore effective than A-b-C-F giddirk.,; in distin-

guishing beteen excotional and overa_7, stud...?nt achieve,nent. The

percentage of highest possible grades declined from 50 percent A's to

about 25 percent H grades %,1-1,.:re it stabilized for two successive years.

The new grading system was evaluated twice fey graduate students and

faculty. At the end of the first year, student z'pproval was over-

whelming, whereas the faculty was about equ=ally divided arong instructors

who approved H-P-F and those who eith:t disop;)ro,ved or were uncertain.

In the second year, si:lcnt and r-culty approval was slightly greater

than in the first year.



Student- Faculty Evaluntion of a Thre..:roint Grading
System in Graduate Fdocc,tion Courses

In recent ye !s, traditional rradirg syste--, have co-'e under considerable

fire at all education levels fro.1 the ellentary to t!1( university and

profesional schools. The 5-step letter grade scale, A-O-C0-F, and the

0-100 numcrical scales, long regarded sacred cows of academia, have been

attacked a, anachronistic, unfair, subjective, the cause of destructive

competition, a white middle class device which discrininitcs against minority

students, a deterrent to students Olo might take a course but are unsure of

then elves, and, in general , an obstacle to real learning (Sparks, V',69).

The protagonists of traditional gradinj defend it on the grcar.ds that it is

an incentive for learning, an objective. measure of achie,orent, and an

integral part of our cwipetitive ,-ociety (Miller, 1967).

A survey of grading practices among AP'erican institutions of higher

learning (kierican Association of Collerje Registrars and Admissions Officers,

1971), reveals that about half the schools have modified their grading

system within the past five years, and more adopting cor,binations of

traditional and non-traditional schemes. Over 60 percent offer pass/fail

or credit/no credit grading options, for some, but rarely all courses.

Despite the increasing numbars of hinh schools and colleges tilt. are

replacing nJlti-step ;1ith to step :3radin7, SySteLS there ,71:),7:,-2-s to

no likelihood that such non-traditional oysters will corvtet,:ly repInce

traditional gradiog (Chansky, 1973). The A-S-C-D-F systen rennins tiLe

heavy favorite of directors of adnissio.1 of tidererote, oradui

and medical schools. (Stevens, 1973)
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The two 1jor reasons cited by four-year colleges and universities

for suppoitine a pass/fail system are (1) to encouraee students to explore

subjects outside their major without fear of jeop.ardIzini their grade

point aveeege, and (2) to minimize fear of failing (Quern, 1970). However,

one of the ecnclusions emerging from a reeie 6f recent studies of new

grading systems is that students do not take pass/fail courses to explore

areas out of their major but rather to make schcol easier for themselves

(Davidoviez, 1972). Insignificant numbers of undergraduate education

Students selected science and matheatics courses which were offered as

pass/fail electives (Metzger & Sharp, 1971). Instructors reported that

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

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 rie-J

areas, facilitate', close student-faculty relations, and reduces competition

with fellow students (Bailey, 1972).

The greatest resistance to non-traditional grading comes from

graduate and professional schools. Al theugh hdl f of the schools have

a,dopted sore modificatons of traditional grading either in part or in

total (i2eeson, 199), most deans of graduate schools have serious

reservations about non-treditional systems (Schoemer, 1973) . Overikele-

ingly, they prefer letter grade transcripts since it allows greater ease

and accur -acy in evaluating students (Hassler, 160). Grade point averes
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evidenct that undergraduate grades are predictive o:" graduate performance

(ladarola, 1969) or of success in th. job (PDvt, 1970).

An in-depth study (Golds-ith 1971) of stude'lt attitudes

toward 3-point (H-P-F) and 1r -point ^,rading systems (A-B-C-F) among under-

graduates, graduates, and f,eulty at kichflcrid Collcg?, a unit of The City

University of New Yori., indicates a general preference for the 3-point

grading syster aith the strongest sapport coning lien qraduate students in

teacher education. The faculty was least favorably disposed toward H-P-F

grading system and was actually close to being equally divided in its

preference for the two syste,s.
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Present Study

This study concerns itself with an Honors-Pass-Fail (H-P-F) grading

system which w.is introduced experim,ntally in the Fall, 1971 screster by

the graduate division of an urban university. It replo: the traditio:1:1

A-D-C-F syster. for evaluating stud,-;nt achieverent in all courses offered in

its teeche education program.

Among the reasons offered for instituting this non-troditional gradine

system was the general dissatisfaction with the A-B-C-F system under which

about half the final grades in graduate education courses were A's, half B's

with very few C's, and practically no r's. The education faculty felt this

grading system failed to discriminate between exceptional and average

student achievement in graduate education courses. It was hopedthat a

three-point grading system such as H-P-F would achieve this goal. Several

aspects of this experiment are unique. The use of a non-traditional grad-

ing system for all courses in a graduate program apears to be an innovative

practice with little precedent.1 The evaluation of this grading system by

students and faculty (at the end of the fir'st year and again at the end of

the second year) provided unusual data that describe their reactions to an

experimental grading system.

The present study attempted to answer three questions:

1. Does the H-P-F system discriminate more clearly between exceptio-lal

and average student achieveent thon the cr.,nventional A-3-C-F syste?

2. kcm do graduate stthhhts evaluate the H-P-F grading system?

3. How does the graduate instructional staff evaluate the H-P-F

grading sYster,?
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I. Coliarison of Grad: Distribution with A-!'-C-F and H-p-r Systems

Grades in the A-8-C-F syste. used for asse,.-,sing student achievement

in graduate education courses are defined as follows:

A - excellent (9C-109 percent)

8 good (00-8) percent)

C satisfactory (7n-19 percent)

F - fail (0-69 percent)

The three grading categories on the H-P-F scale, are defined in the

following terms:

Honors (H) aarded for germine intellectual or creative perforr'ance

and/or for superlative mastery of the assigned work

Pass (P) awarded to the student who has completed the assigned

work and demonstrated a sufficient mastery of it

Fail (F) - denotes that the student has failed to do a Significant

portion of the assigned work or hac. been unable Co

demonst.rate a sufficient r.astery of it.

The effect of substituting one grading system for - another , Was

measured by cor,narin9 the distribution of rinal c;rades based on the A-E.-C-F

system in 1969 st; 1970 with the distribution of grades b-,sed on th1 sub-

sequently used H-P-F system in 1971 & 1912 The results of this co paris-)n

are summarized in Table 1.
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Table 1

Coparison of Grades in Graduate Eduction Courst!s Under H-P-F and A-6-C-F

Grading Systems

Total No.

A C F Others
a

Year Grades No. No. % No. & No. % No. GPA

1969-70 3154 1468 46.5 1542 49.0 59 1.9 0 0.0 85 2.6 3.45

1970-71 3645 1866 51.0 1495 41.0 28 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

a
Others

Total No.
Year Grades No. % No. No: No. % Chi Square

1971-72 3688 1048 28.4 2408 65.3 15 0.1+ 217 5.9 3.46

1972-73 4315 1152 26.7 2891 67.0 22 0.5 250 5.8

Total

1971-73 8003 2200 27.5 5299 66.2 37 0.5 467 5.8

Not significant.

aThese were ad-linistrative ratings: "J" for failures for other than aca-ienic

reasons, "W" for withdrawal, "Abs" absent from final exams, and "Inc"

inco-Tlete classroo-, work.

Table I reveals that for the two year period prior to H-P-F, about half

the final grades in graduate education courses cre A's, over 40 percent

were 6's, slightly r,ore than one percent 'were C's, and there were no F grades.

The percentace of A grades and the GPA increased during this period. This

On the other hand, under the H-P-f system slightly rorc thart (Dne-foJrth

were H's , to thirds wort- P's and F grades con,.tituted less Own one petc,:nt
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of all final nicks. There was a slight decline in the percentage of H grades

in the second year as com;,ared to the first, but the distribution of H-pr

Grades was essentially the sae both years.

II. Student Assessment of H-P-1

The reactions of graduate students to the H-P-F were obtained by an

anonymous questionnaire at the end of the first year and again at the end of

the second year. Questionnaires were distributed to all gre,!uate education

classes; however, only those who had been greded under the H-P-F system were

asked to respond.

The questionnaire contained inquiries about (a) the nwbor of graduate

courses completed prior to the introduction of H-P-F in Septcellher, 1972,

(h) nuober of craduate courses in which they 1-:d beer, c.,raeo,4 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 frown 765 students represent-

ing 66.5 percent of the graduate student 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

fewer than in the first survey.
*

Ha.eever, both groups were representative

samples of their respective total studrnt ponulation. It is also estimated

that at least t;ro-thirds the respondents participated in both surveys.

The survey indicated that on the average, students in both surveys l:c1

completed about fOur education courses prior to the introduction of H-P-F.

Students reported that they had been graded in an average of three courses py

H-P-F at the end of the first year and an equal nu.ber by the end of the
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A suary of the re.octions of graeuatc stOpt to H-P is tob!Jkqed in Table 2.

Table 2

Graduate Education Student Assessont of h-P-F Grad ira Systcro.

No. No.

Approval 557 72.8 640 77.3

Disapproval 124 16.2 95 11.3 8./19

Uncertain 84 11.0 .96 11.4

Total 765 100.0 840 100.0

Significant at the .05 level

Table 2 reveals that for two successive years the groat majority of respor;dcnts

whose academic achievement had been assessed by thr2 H-P-F grading system,

approved it; 72.8 in the first year ervi 77.3: in th.2 scond, an increase of

4.5% which is statistically significant. More wls a corresponding dccline

in disapproval by 4.9% and a slicjht incrase of 0.1; in "uncertain" responses.

A study was also made in which the reactions or students graded under

both H-P-F and A-P-C-F systems er.o .cored ih rcc.cLions of students graded

only by H-P-F. The results of this cociso,J cue pf.r..te in TJAle 3.
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Table 3

Cop7arison of Reaction to H-P-F of Graduate Lducation Studcrt5 qith H-P-F

and A-B-C-F Grading Experience and Students With H-P-F Exp2rience only

H-P-F -R-C-F H-P- F Cnly

Na. Chi SquareNo.

Approval 192 71.9 457 79.7 6.44

Disapproval 38 14.2 57 10.0

Uncertain 37 13.9 59 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 reactions

of respondents who had experience with both grading syLte!---. and respondents

who experienced H-P-F only. The former registered less approval, nor,., dis-

approval and more uncertainty than the latter. Hoiever, both groups

overwhelming approved the H-P-F grading system, about 70 percent and 80 percent

respectively.

At the end of the first year, stud(:!tts who either dis:,pproyd orwc:re

uncertain about H-P-F were about equally divided in recomending a3 alterna-

tives either he A-R-C-F or the pass/fail grading syster . This represented

the sentiments of 208 Or 27.2 percent of the respondents.

By the end of the second year one-third of the 191 students who either

disapproved or were uncertain about H-P-F indicated their preference for the

P variant nc th- trPditio211 systay eithee
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range of non.tradiliciD l grading systems.

Students were also given an opportunity at the end of the second year to

record any cha:iges in their reixtions to H-P-F. About nine out of ten respond-

eats indicated that they had not chanced their minds about H-P-F. Of those who

had se,;ond thourihts, about 25 percent changed from approval to disapproval,

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

either disapproval or uncertainty to approval.

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 questionnaire, at the end of the first year, sought responses

o the following inquiries:

1. Number of courses taught in which the H-P-F grading system was used

Curricular areas in which graduate courses ,iere taught.

3. Reactions to H-P-F: approve Disapprove , or uncertain

If you disapprove or are uncertain, the alternatives you prefer.

lo the second questionnaire distributed at the

the following i tents were added:

5. Have you changed your mind about

6. If yes, describe the change.

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

graduate staff of 69, 97.1 percent; tie second questionnaire yielded 85 out

of 94 graduate instructors, 90.4 percent. The size of the samples were not

significantly different. About two-thirds of the staff members in second

Chi square value was 3.54 which is not siunificant
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end of the second year, the average was 3.7. The sample of graduate CIZ.-;5S;S

graded by H-P-F was representative of all courses offered by curricular areas

during both years of th-;1 survey.

The reactions of the c raduate I c,C1. Ity to H-P-F at the end of the first

year and znjain at the end of second year arc

TABLE 4

zed in Table 4.

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

Approve

Disapprove

Uncertain

Totals

1971 72
- _ _ _

No.

34 .

26 38.8

7 10.4.

67 100.0

1972

No.

48

22

15

85

-73

c./..

58.7

23.7

17.6

100.0

Chi

Square

3.97

Not significant

From Table 4, it is evident that after one year, half the instructional

staff approved H-P-F, and by the second Year faculty support increased by

8 Percent. Disaproval declin,A by 15.1 p:,rcent c.nd uncertainty rose by

7.2 percent. The chang,-1,s it. 'acuity re-..1.tions wrc not significant.

About 60 percent of the 33 respondents wh,-.) either disapproved or were

uncertain of H-P-f at the end of the first year, preferred A-B-C-F, 15 percent

favored pass/fail, and the rc'rainder , voriations of thse two systems. The only

new suggestion was that no grade hn given to a student who fails a course, a

syctcm introduced at Yale University in Fall, 1972 (Taft, 1971). In the second

so, oth.:r non-ttojtijenal .
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Pori:. then CO percent of the instructors hod rot charn.:ed their

id:oj I H- rs o.1, those we ni;J, 11:-.1f went fro:.t approval to disapproval,

1;0.0 percent fro, apnrovnl te uncertain, the other 10.0 percent went from

uncertain to either approval or dis6nproval. In general, instructors

chanzied their reactions fro -1 api eval to either disapproval or uncertain.

DISCUSSION

The general react;ons of graduate students and faculty to HP-F grading

were not unlike tha reactions of similar populations to non-traditional

grading. Strongest support came from the students; they approved the program

3 to 1. The instructional staff was less enthusiastic, about half approved

it and the remainder were aLout equally divided among those who disapproved

or were uncertain. There were slight gains in both student and faculty

approval at the end of the 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 related to the

characteristics of the student population and the Master's program in

education. Unlike the typical graduate student, most of these students are

full-Lime employed teachers, the overwhelming majority of whom arc teaching

in public schools in the greater r'.,:.tropolitan a:,a. These teachers nold

provisional licenses which permit them to teach in the stte's public schools

for a period of five years. During this-tirie the teachers work to and

permanent certification obtained upon cofoletion of a Master's degrcn or th,_,

accumulation of 30 ;,dditional approved credits of study beyond the F.e(heior's

degree. Permanent certification insures payment of higher salaries and help;

to insure job secw.itv. Most of 0-sec- (.r' iled In iI

:It-
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I:It:cation 1%-wrt1ent, 1972). Thus, for the vast m::;jority of students, the

Muster's is a terminal degre2 which qualifies thJn for permanent certifiatioa

as a to Thc! non-traditional grodinn system may therefore be more .

appropriate for this group since groo point average based on conventional

grading does not directly determine job opportunity, placerent, or promation.

The uoexpected findings were the draHatic decline in the number of

"highest possible" grades under the two grading systems, the percentage of II

as compared to A grades, and the stability of H-P-r system over a two year

period. The A9-C-F was found "wanting" because it failed to discriminate

between exce;-Itioral and average student achievement; half the final grades

in graduate education courses were A's and the rest were D's with very few

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

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

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

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

an A grade. This, in fact, cane to pass. Half as m:r.ny H as A grades were

awarded to students by instructors, the mijority of whom had taught under both

grading systems% Moreover, the reduction in H as compared to A grades continued

for four successive semesters, and the percentage of H grades declined slightly,.

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

a reversal of th,-! rising gN,IthIl p2int rationally (urwin, 1971) and

of the trend in the percentage of H grades given to graduate students in

education in an ur5an college with a eow,)arable population.
2

In the latter

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

in 1970-71, were 23.3, and 29.2, and 31.4 percent. In the current study, the

2
f'rr f!irtsr^,1 Col l',-.1 of Ntv Hnivessity of Hey York, tir-vher



porcentees for H grades, 1971-72, and 1F:72-73 w re 2.S.4 and 26.7 respect-

ively.

It is possible that the relative stdbility of H grades, is due to the

"Hawthorne Effect", a pheno.ienn as5o,:iated with experii-iental situations.

Individual particicatiny in an experkrent ray improve their performance in

response to a new situation, in this case, the H-P-F grading system. As the

novelty wears off, the influence wears off. The influence of the thorne

Effect" can he expected to decrea5e. Continued study is required to determine

ho. stable H-P-F remains in distinguishing between exceptional and average

student achieverent.

It would also be instructive to determine what effect the H-P-F system

is having on student and faculty attitudes to /aids course work and instruction

as well as its impact on admission to professional and graduate schools for

post Master's degrees.
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