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ABSTRACT

This study surveyed student and faculty opinion about
the university grading system. The results show discontent with the
system, but a feeling that some type of grading is probably
necessary. Students disagreed that faculty collect enough information
for grading; students did not believe faculty were too lenient in
grading, but many faculty disagreed with this point; both faculty and
students agreed that course objectives were too obscure, but students
did understand vhat they must do to get a grade. Students had a
tendency to believe that grades are related to faculty ability, but
faculty disagreed with this. Students and faculty alike were split in
preference for objective and subjective grading, but AI's preferred
objective. A1l groups agreed that faculty should be allowed to choose
different products (papers, tests, etc.) as a base for grading
different students. Students ard faculty sawv grades as motivating
(nales more than females), and as anxiety producing (females more so
than males). All believed that good grades are useful in getting jobs
and in being accepted for graduate work, but students believed grades
do not accurately reflect their achievement. Faculty had a tendency
to believe grades do reflect achievement, but AI's were undecided.
Al1l groups lean toward agreeing that some form of grading is
necessary if academic standards are to be maintained. (Author)
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INTRODUCTION

One of the perennial controversies among students
and faculty alike centers on the grading system of the
Univercity. Typically the discussions are based on very
little data. For this reason the Bureau undertook to
provide information which could bring an element of
objectivity into an arena where emotions typically hold
a strong upper hand.

The intent of this study was to survey a carefully
selected sample of faculéy, associate instructers, and
students to see how they view a variety of situations
related to the grading system. The system here is the
classical, four-point scale of A, B, ¢, D, F, with F
being failure, and A being superior work. Typically C
is considered average achievement although there is clear
evidence that the average grade runé well above C.#

The following pages report student data separate

from faculty, and thea provide a brief comparison.

#Chase, C. I., Thompson, R., "Predicting Success for
University Freshmen," Indiana Studies in Prediction:

No. 1, Supplement 4, Bureau oI Lducational Studies and
Testing, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana, 1973.
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THE STUDENT DATA

0t the 195 guestionnaires completed by students,
1390 were usable for analysis. uf this sample, 95 were
responses {rom females and 95 from .rales. Sorting by
¢lass yielded 43 freshmen (22 percent), 43 sophomores
(22 percent), 30 juniors (15 percent), 38 seniors (19
percent), and 36 pgraduate students or "other" classifi-
cation (18 percent). A balanced sample of students was
cbtained.

Five graduate student interviewers were used to
obtain the student sample. The interviewers were
instructed to administer the questionnaires to students
in a variety of locations, uuch as dorms, cafeterias,
libraries, sorority «nd fraternity houses. This was
done to insure a sample as representative of the spectrum
of students asc possible.

“he interviewers gave instructions regarding the
questionnaire and received the completed instruments

from the student respondents.

Responses to the Student Questionnaire

The design of the questionnaire allowed five cate-

gories of responses, from strongly disagree tc strongly




agree, for 26 of the items. The 27th item requested &
ranking of preference for various procedures for deter-
mining grades. The student questionnaire, together with
percentages of students choosing each category of
response, is shown in Table A.

Student opinion was generally spread across response
categories, which indicates that student feelings were
not unanimous regarding grades or the grading system.
However, it appears that over half of the students were
dissatisfied with some aspect or aspects of the grading
system. {In the discussion which follows, the "agree"
and "strongly agree" percentages are usually combined, as
are the "disagree" and "strongly disagree" percentages;
the percentages for Separate categories can be found in
Table A.)

Sixty-three percent of the students agreed or
strongly agreed with Item 1, which states that the pre-
sent grading system is inadequate. Nevertheless, about
the same proportion agreed that some form of gracing is
necessary to uphold academic standards (Item 16)? good
grades help students in the job market (Item 25) and in
getting into graduate work (Item 26). Students appear
to believe that grades have a clear role, but do not

like the system.



Fairpess. Various aspects of the grading system
were treated in the questionnaire. One significant
aspect might be termed "fairness"--whether or not grades
received corresnond to student achievement or performance.
Statements dealing with this question are numbers 2, 3,
5, 6, 7, 12, and 22. Twenty-six percent of students
sampled strongly disagreed, and 39 percent disagreed with
the statement: "Un the whole, my grades accurately repre=-
sent my achievement at I.U." (Item 2). Similarly, about
two thirds of students disagreed in some measure that
faculty acquire enough evidence to report valid grades
(3), although slightly over half believed that most
faculty are confident about their ability to evaluate
students' work (7).

rlost students disagreed with statements that faculty
are lenient in awarding grades (item 5) or that few
faculty will award D's or F's even to low achieving
students (6). <¢Cnly 20 percent agreed, and 60 percent
disagreed, that the grading system differentiates fairly
among students who achieve at different levels (12). A
high proportion (84 percent) of students reported that
instructors of different sections of the same course are
likely to give different grades for the same level of

student achievement (22).



Related to the question of fairness is the degree
to which students believe they are informed about objec-
tives of a course and the basis for grading. Only twenty-
eight percent agreed, while 59 percent disagreed, that
most faculty make it clear to students precisely what
they are to learn in a course (4). However, 71 percent
responded that they do usually understand the basis on
which their grades are given (8).

Variables in grade achievement. T., in the opinion

of many students, grades do not correspond to achievement
or performance, what might be the sources of grades?
Seventy-one percent agreed (30 percent strongly agreed)
that to get a good grade it is often necessary to agree
with the instructor's opinions (18). Half of the students
reported that their grades usually correspond with the
instructor's teaching ability, although 32 percent dis-
agreed (18). "Grades depend heavily on how effectively

a student studies" drew agreement from S1 percent of
students sampled, but 37 percent disagreed (20). Opinion
was diverse on whether grades correspond more accurately
with achievement in a student's major than in other

course areas (Item 21). Torty-one percent of the students
agreed, 33 percent disagreed, and 27 percent were uncer-
tain that grades were more accurate in major subjects

than in other courses.



Instructor options. Htutements Y and 10 dealt with

instructor options for grading procedures. Tifty-one
percent of the students agreed that instructors should

be allowed to select a different basis, such as tests,
capers, projects, etc., for grading one student than is
used for another student; 34 percent disagreed. Students
were less willing to allow options regarding standards;
L6 percent believed that instructors should use the same
standards of quality for grading all students, while

33 percent disagreed. Kregarding their own preferences
for bases of grades (Item 17), students were split between
objective and subjective procedures. Thirty-six percent
preferred objective (test based) to subjective grading
procedures, 33 percent did not, and 29 percent were
uncertdain.

Lffects of grades. Some possible effects that

grades and the grading system may have on students were
the subject of statements 11, 13, 14, 15, 23 and 24.
Lighty-tive percent of students agreed, and only seven
percent disagreed, that an instructor's reputation for
strict or easy grading influences a student's selection

of a course (11). Competition among students (13) is

tied to the grading system, as is anxiety over anticipated

grades (14), according to a majority of students. In



addition, although 3% percent thought they would study
lesc in courses if grades didn't exist, 54 percent dise-
agreed with that statement (15). Students disagree

(78 percent) that students with a reputation of high
CPA's are less likely to be dccepted by their peers.
tearly as many (73 percent) reported that a student's
SPA aftfects the way a student sees himself.

Although most students seem to believe that there
are several negative (and a few positive) effects of the
grading system, they also perceive some uses for grades.
Almost tweo thirds agreed that some form of grading is
nezessary to uphold academic standards (Item 16). Abdut
the same proportion agreed that better jobs are offered
to students with high GPA's (25). That grades are useful
for selection of students for graduate schoel (26) was
acknowledged by 54 percent of the students; one fourth
disagreed.

ihe preference for grading procedures was the sub-
ject of Question 27. Forty percent of students ranked
"oombination of above"™ as their first choice, and the
others in order of preference were "objective tests,”
"essay tests," and finally "term papers.”

In summary, it can be concluded that students view

the grading cystem as inadequate, but believe it has some




uses which may justify it. However, about two thirds
of students feel that grades are not administered in a
uniformly fair way, and that effects of grades on stu-

dents are largely undesirable.

SEX AND CLASS DIFFERENCES

Do male s=tudents hold opinions on these questions
that differ from those of female students? Do upperclass-
men or graduate students view grades and grading proce-
dures differently from undergraduates? To determine if
the sex or grade level of students was related to their
opinions about grading, separate analyses were run on
those subdivisions.

Percentages in response categories for male and
female students for each item are in Table B, and
Figure Bl shows the location of the mean rating of each
group.

"On the grading issues treated in this questionnaire,
opinions of male and female students were quite similar,
although female attitudes may have been slightly more
negative. (See Table B and Figure Bl.) More males than
females disagreed that the system was inadequate and
agreed that some form of grading is necessary to uphold

academic standards. Competition was important to more



males, while more females were concerned with anxiety.
sore females disagreed that they would study less if
grades did not exist, and more males felt that grades
depend heavily on how effectively a student studies.
Instructor options regarding grade bases and standards
were reviewed favorably by more females. Considerably
more males than females believed better jobs are offered
to students with high GPA's.

Table C shows percentages in response categories
for each class and graduate students. Although there are
differences in opinion across classes, there are no con-
sistent trends or relationships between ~class and atti-
tude, except for an increasing preference for term papers
and decreasing preferences for objective tests, as grad-
ing procedures, with higher class levels. ileans for the
four classes and graduate students are reported and

illustrated in Table D.
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THE INSTRUCTOR DATA

Thirty faculty and thirty associate instructors
(AI's) were surveyed in this study. The group was
identified by randomly selecting from current lists of
faculty and AI's until 30 members of each group had been
selected. Then the questionnaires were taken to the
instructors by a research assistant who collected the
data.

In light of the frequent controversies which center
on grades and grading practices, the most striking result
of the survey of faculty and AI's is the gimilarity of
their profiles (Figure 1). If cne applies a statistical
test for differences and uses the .01 level of probability
for comparing faculty=-Al means on each item, only two
jitems show faculty-Al differences. On the first item
AI's are less opposed to dropping the present grading
system, and on Item 18 AI's indicated that they feel
that student agreement with the instructor's cpinion is
necessary for a high grade, whereas faculty disagreed
with this statement. Aside from these two items, the
first of which merely shows different degrees of atti-
tude in the same direction, the AI's and faculty profiles

are so similar that hereafter they will frequently be
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treated as one group designated instructors. The sepa-
rate responses for faculty and AI's are given in Table 1.

The data provide enough information to answer
several important questions: Are the instructors favora-
bly disposed toward the present grading system? What do
they see as its most favorable or unfavorable aspects?
What do they see as the functions and results of grades?
Do they feel grades are fair to the individual? Why or
why not? What accounts for high grades? How do the
instructors feel about instructor options in determining
grades? The following paragraphs are a discussion of
instructor opinion concerning these questions. The
number of the items which support the conclusion pre-
sented will be placed in parenthesis.

Overall, instructors appear to believe that some
sort of grading system is necessary (18). The present
grading system probably should be retained (1), at least
until a suitable alternative is devised.

Effects of grades. Instructors seem to support the

belief that grades make students anxious (1l4), competi-
tive (13), and more studious (15). An instructor's repu-
tation as an easy or hard grader influences enrollment

in his course (11). Grades affect the student's self-

concept (24), are useful in selecting students for
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graduate schoel (26), and high grades help secure a good
job (25).

Fairness. Under this rubric instructors wefe asked
if grades accurately represent differing levels of
student achievement (2, 12, 6), if the instructors are
given enough data to make a valid decision (3), and if
students are properly informed as to the basis on which
grades are determined (4, 8). Results showed that the
instructors were undecided as to whether grades accurately
reflect differing levels of student achievement. However,
instructors generally felt that they accumulate enough
evidence to give a valid grade and that the students
understand the basis for grading. One must therefore
wonder why grades do not reflect different levels of
achievement.

Variables in grade achievement., Instructors see

grades as being tied to student effort (20), major area
(21), and the specific section of a multisection course
in which the student is enrolled. Grades are not a
function of the instructer's ability (19). The extent
to which student grades are a function of agreeing with
the instructor is the only item on which a significant
(p<.01) difference appeared between the faculty profile

and the AI profile. Faculty felt student agreement with
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instructors was hot related to grades, while AI's felt
that agreement with the instructor was related to course
mérks.

Studying is a relevant part of academic work, and
féculty endorsed (71 percent) the idea that grades depend
on effective study methods. However, about a foufth of |
the faculty disagreed with this idea. Bt facultyltended
to be uncertain whether grades in one's major courses
moye accurately reflected achievement than grades in

other courses,

Instructor options. The instructors felt that they

should be allowed to select a different basis (paper vs.
test) and a different standard of gquality for grading
different students in the same class. This means that
instructors believed that a different yardstick could
validly be applied to different students. It also implies
that there is a means of equating, for example, one
student's performance on a test with another student's
performance on a term paper. Psychometrically, the

means for doing this are obscure.
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COMPARING STUDENT AND FACULTY DATA

In a smoothly operating system of any kind, all
groups perceive various aspects of the system in similar
ways. How similarly do coﬁponents of the University
community view the grading system?

To begin with, students do not believe grades accu-
rately reflect achievement; faculty agree. However,
faculty believe that they acquire adequate information
about a student's achievement. Students disagree with
this view. Students appear to want more opportunities
to demunstrate their accomplishments, while faculty feel
this is unnecessary. One must also speculate why grades
do not accurately reflect achievement if the faculty has
collected adequate information on student performance.

Both students and faculty agree that faculty are
quite confident about their grades. Students do not
believe that faculty are too lenient in grading, but
faculty are undecided on this point. Faculty tend to
believe that their colleaguss will avoid giving D's and
F's even for poor performance, while students believe
that D's and F's are likely to be awarded in such cases.
It appears that students see grades as being distributed
across all marks, while faculty doubt that low grades

are typically awarded.

.l
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A# fc method of grading, voth faculty and students
believe that students understand the basis for their
grades; iowever, students do not believe that it is
‘élwéys clear what it is they are to learn in a course--
and faculty tend to agree with students on this point.
It appears that even though course objectives may be
obscure, the hurdles to a grade are not so unclear.

Students reported that it is important to agree
with an instructor, and faculty tended to concur; how-
ever, Al's tended to disagree with this contention.
This may be a clue to various styles of class management
and amownts of experience in teaching seen among AI's in
contrast to regular faculty. It may also mean that
faculty see themselves as more authoritative than do Al's.

students tended to believe that grades were in some
degree related to the instructor's ability. Faculty dis-
agreed. Faculty believed rather strongly that grades are
rélated to effective study; students agreed but did not
feel this way as strongly as did faculty.

How should grades be prescribed? Students were
split between objective (test based) grading and subjec-
tive procedures; facully were similarly divided. The
AI's tended to favor an objective base. Both instructors

and students agreed that a given performance may well
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ﬁe given a different grade in different sections of the
same course. This, in fact true®, mecans that a B in one
section of a course may reflect the achievement of a C
in another section of the same course. Students and
faculty agree this is true. Inequities such as this
probably should be a topic of serious study oy departments.
doth faculty and students agreed (faculty more than
students) that a faculty member may choose a different
basis for grading one student than another, but that a
faculty member should give the same grade to one student
as another if the quality of the performance is the same.
Howevar, significant groups (33 percent of the students,
26 percent of the instructors) disagreed that a common
grade should necessarily go with a given level of guality.
This means that a faculty member can measure performance
with a different yardstick for each student. In this
case the meaning of a grade must melt into obscurity.
Lastly, students and instructors agree that grades
are related to student competition, that they are anxiety
producing and that they influence a student's self-
concept. The personality concommitants of student
grades seem evident.
*Doerann, Judith A. "Lquivalence of Grades in Multisection
Courses™ Indiana Studies in Prediction No. 22, Bureau of

Educational Studies and Testing, Indiana University,
Bloomington, Indiana, 1973.



