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. student evaluatien. Included are pass-fail, credit-no credit, satisfactory-
A ]

\
. . Research Practicum
R. W. Call
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The research study is entitled, "A Comparison Of Subject Matper‘Acquisition

Between Students Who Elect 'Pass/Fail' And Those Who Accept Traditional Grading
B 4 N -’ *

e »

-

In An Tatroduction To Africa Course At York College."
4

-

. R

étatemeqt.of Pedblem

1 . »
-

The problem presents the question, ''Do students at York Collsge who eléct
pass/fail perform any different, 'in regard to subject matter acquisition,
from students who accept-traditional grading?"

[ - B

Hypothésis

-

) R . r )
The hypothesis postulates that course ''grade average' between students who

elect pass/fail and those who accept traditional grading is not significantly

- .
.

different.

”

Background and Significance of Study

Differential grading systems. are in Yogue. Dissatisfaction with traditional

gradiﬁg practices has encouraged the development of myriad approaches to
. [ ~ 1

unsatisfac?pry, self-evaluation, evaluation by report and on ad infinitum

with differences probably more semantic ‘uan actual. The consistenc& seems

~ -
. )

to be.a persistent disenchantment by both students and teachers with the letter

*

grade and a desire to find a better method of evaluation. The focus of this

-

study is the question, "To what extent does a pass/fail s;gtem effect the

learning ,process by altering student motivation?"

Both faculty and students ére prone to Assume that learning and grading

are related.. Stadents who advocate pass/fail frequently use as leverage the
!




¢« " M .

o+ notion that learning is enhanced through release from the artificial pressure
. . - ‘ . . . 3. . i . . 1y
~ of grading. Interestingly, faculty, use the same argument, only in reverse,

»
- ? o . » e

.. statfing that the mot1vat10na1 pressure of gradlng enhances 1earn1ng The

o i

study proposes to test the validity of this argunient. . -
. 4 . , . ; . )
’ . . . .
Since a review of the literature.can often be as valuable to the reader as

’ . \ . .
the actual study, an effort will be made to presefit the Teview in a systematic
. } R * . ’ -
easiiylunderstood fashion. : n

.

P. T. Bain (1973) in a research study entitled, "An. Investigation of” Some

Assumptions and Characteristicsaaf the Pass/Fail grading qystem,' compared

the pre and post pass/fail GPA of 400 undergraduates at Ohlo State and -

.discovered that the-undergraduate students earned 10Qer grades in pass/fail :

courses (both in and out of the major) than previous grade point averages would

‘predict. -

James L. Battersby (1973) in an article entitled, "Typical Foily: Evaluating

. 4 [y .
Student Performance in Higher Education," cited a number of interesting points.

. He pointed out that a rather universal unhappiness with letter grading has led

\ to a startling inflation of good grades across the land with no concomitant
< "
increase in student accomplishment. It is his belief that if grades have

become so objectionable, and if they are suehlpoor meansures of both performance

P

and competence then it is time to replace them. He advocates written evaluation -

'repo*ts and a system of credlt—no credit records.
. Roy Cox (1973) in-an article entitled, "Trad1tiona1 Examinations in a
Cﬁanglng boc1ety,' sees education as being v1eﬁéd by many as an expression of

knowledge and skill rather than its acquistition. He states that comp€tence
* * ¥ < . .
\ on examinations cannot and is not synonymous with academic competenoe. He -

cites .a naaEE;’EF studies that demonstrate the poor relationship between gradeb

and accomplishment, and advocates a review of our grading practices.

-

-
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Pon W, Brown (1972) in reseatch study entitled, "The Pass/Fail Tale,"
gcompared a group of pass/fail students with those receiving traditional (letter

grades) evaluation. He discovered ,there was no difference in the number

- B
N 1 B} . [
’

completing the course; no difference on examinations; and the instructors tended
// ., RS .
to mate the pass/fail group equal. or superior "to 'the traditional He also

.

discovered that three-fifths (3/5) of those experiencing the pass/fail option

preferred it. ’ ’

. ! .. >

-

Ward Cromer (1969) reports on a research study entitled, "An Empirical

Investigation of Student-Attitudes Toward the Pass/Fail Grading System at

'.
.

- Wellesley College.” A questionnaire wgo given to 309 students;(wome.). .

Chief among‘their reasons fqrftaking a course.pass/fail ‘was worry about grades;

»

possibility of‘lowering GPA; and lack Pf interest in the course (or the reverse).

e
[y .

~ - . — : . H -
Most of the students quizzed liked the option and found that they were less

. \,,' - - . ‘.
anxious in the course. . ..
¢

) Peter Filene (1969) in a research study at the University of North Carolina ,

entitled, "Self-Grading: An Experiment in Learning,' discovered that students

¥

. tend to mistake enthusiasm for achievement and that the conventional grading

., . . .
system encourages the misconception that the grades are a measure of achieve-

"ment.’ The author is hopeful that coriventional grading will give way to pass/

4 < - -~ n
fail and that students will, in some’way, be involved in their own evaluation.
Robert Grogan (1972) investigated student attitude, in regard, to grading

in a study entitled, "Student Input in Changing Grading Systems." He

-
3

discovered that bOZ of those who.returned the.questionnaire thought that
pass/fail made it possible to explore non—major subjects without the pressure
of grades. Forty percent (40%) of those surveyed thought that earning was
enhanced by removing the threat of failure. Interestingly4 60%, thought, rather

cynically, that the renewed focus on grading systems was really only an effort

v
-

-

to cover up -other problems in academia. . ’ L
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: William Hassler (1969) sent a questionnaire to 276 graduate scﬁbo; Deans

- -

asking about the acceptability of pass/fai% trhnscripts: JTwo hundred and
thirty (230) Deans responded and indicated that without question first consid-

eration for acceptance to their programs would be given to those with letter
} I : . - -

grade transcripts and primarily becausé they were simply unable to effectively

.

evaliate pass/fail transcripts. Yet, despite Hassler's survey, A. Levine (1973)

’

reported on a s 1:-2x done by AACRA( in 1972 which indicated that 617 of ail

. , . '
colleges had made changes in the.r grading system.

Robert Heckel (1969) in a paper presented at the South Psychological Asso-
. -
ciation was concerned about the effect of grading on academic achievement, in

particular, recording failure. It is his opinion that recorded, failures are

negative reinfurcers and advocates an honors-pass system as a more positive

-

£

approach. He also believes that criterion examinations ought to be developed

» in an effort to more.reéliséically measure breadth and quality of student

knowledge. Yét, Max_Maréhall (1973) is concerned about precisely the oppusite.

# . -
He thinks it is wrong or at least unfortunate if both the student and

‘¢ -

instructor is deprived of the possibility of failure. He is partiéﬁlarly
upset with the notion of a pass-no record sysqu which would not allow a

+ student to recogﬁize inadequate performance gnd strive to improve.

Richard‘Hunt (1972) in an article entitled, "Student Grades as a Feedback
2

. . ’
System,'" feels that”college grading puts undo pressure on the students. He
~

A} "‘

. i ‘
believes the practice (grading) conditions the student to focus on grades

»

rathér than edﬁcation as the goal of academia. It is also his belief that

> w.v‘T -
-

grades are not and never have been a sufficient motivation for academic achieve-

ment, He recomﬁends the dovelopment of a multiple grade feedback system

involving: student judgment, instructor judgment; testing to compare student

with student; testing to compare student with National level of achievement;

and a system of student status based upon credit-no credit.

I L]

L ' 7




T

to learn simply by grading. Of special concérn to him is the trend toward -

(graded and ungraded) were .not significantly different. .

.expecting B's and C'S., The pass/fail group also experienced hdgh absenteeisn,

_5._

-

Ralph Hahn (1973) in an article entitled, "Grades, Grades, Grades and the

b

T g i
Social Process," is concerned about the current effért to either do away with

grades or to significantly alter the present system. It-is his opinion that -
. -

although grading has its weaknesses it is by far the ‘best tool we have to

-

predict future performance. He also believes that many students are motivated
4 . ’

v

., ~ b}
an -increasing .-number of above-average grades which suggests a subtlg form of

.

dishonesty. It is his. fear that if grading credibility is lost then the

something that takes its place may even be less reasonable.

<y <r
.

_In an unpublished report Avro Juola (1974) sﬁpports Hahn's concern as to

P
3

the trend toward gréde inflation. Juola says that the grade inflation between

L ¢

RVER
1960 and 1970 wag.in the order of 40%. 1Incidentally, he also pointed .out that

- v -
. -

pass/fail was not a factor because of ;its rather limited use.

-\

An éxtremeiy interesting survey was done by Charles Johansson (1971)
investigating three questioms. Who chooses bass/féil? Why do they choose it?

What is the- impact on academic performance? He discovered that the ungraded_

> L -

. [4
option is chosen most frequently byiﬁhoge with high cumulative averages.

- .

When asked why they chose the option they cited, course difficulty, effort to

’ .

reduce credit load, effort to concentrate, on major, effort to reduce grading
‘ )
tension, and. course interest without fear of lowering their grade point

average. In regard to academic performance, grades between the two groups

- v,

A. J. Magoon (1972) conducéed a-comparison between those electing pass/fail
. o ° . 1]
as against those who accepted traditional grading. He discovered that those

who elected the pass/fail option had a level of expectation similar to those

» v .

-

high course and instructor satisfaction, and a relaxed feeling relative to the

course. G. W. McLaughlin (1972) also compared pass/fail and coqventionally

~
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gréded groups andkd%scovered that grade point average tended to ingrgase‘as
the student took a higher’pergentagé of pass/fail courses. ’
Willlam Saunders (1972) in a; drticle eétitled, "User Experiences with Non-

Traditional Grading Systems," discovered' that students with non-traditional .

N N

grades afe handicaéped both in their effort to find employment and gain
accéptapce to graduate school. iis findings were supperted by Stevens (1973)

and Schoemer (1973). Schoemer's study indicated that if more than 10% of the

total transcript was non-traditional, the admission to graduate or professional

i
school was seriously jeopardized. .The problem is a question of procedure,

graduate school personnel.simply do not know how to evaluate non-traditional

.
grades. .. ’ \

What the literature seems to be saying is that traditional grading practices

are under criticism and that the notion of pass/fail is presented as a possiblé

alternative or substitute. There are advocates and opponents on both sides

of the Assue; but as usual very little hard data to support either position.

14
Even these studies that pufﬁgrt to objectively eyaluate the issue rarely

demonsEra;e any concerted effort to control possible intervening variables.
.Y . .

To compare those who elect pass/fail against those who accept tiaéitional

grading,an; not make a sincere effort to account for variances in ability and
motivation is to say nthing valid as td the impact of the grading system
ChQiCé.q This study .is a modest effort to design a controlled survey that
ma&y add to our understanding in reg§rdvto the impact of grading systems on

learning and hopefully assist York Collegeswith its decisions relative to "the

pass/fail option. - ‘

w

.
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5. Definition of Terms :
A . The\following terms are defined for the pu:pose of the study.
a) Pass/Fail - A student may elect certain courses pn a pass/fail !

basis and only the student and the RecorQSVOffice is aware of the choice.

.

b) Traditionéf‘Grading - If a student does not elect’ pass/fail his

grades are recorded on his transcript in_the traditional "A,B,C" manner.

c) Course Load - Number of course credits the student is carrying

*

during the semester that he elects as pass/fail’option.

d) Course Grade - At York College onIy'Qhe student and the Records

Office know that a course has been elected pass/fail. The professo¥ grades

v ) s ~

all students enrolled in his class in a traditional manrder.

- e) Numerical Equivalent of Letter Grade =~ A = 4.0 ¢
. ‘B =3.0
~ C = 2'0.. ' M
D=1.0 ’
' F=20 '
¢ M . i . .
f) Independent Variable - Pass/fail.or tfaditional grading. ¢ B -
\ f gl’.Dépendent Variable - Course grade.
h) Control Variables - Sex, intelligence, academic achievement, class
status, course load, major (stracified‘?addom sample), .
i). Iﬁtervening Variables - ,Energy, values, special abilities, health

(some of these will be partially controlled through random selection).

A

6. Limitations of Study — ) .

»

-

a) The relatively small sample(122)and the peculiaritieé of the College

i Community will certainly limit the generalization of results.

b) The intervening variables and bqsiciassumbtions will also influence

¥

and limit the'accuracy and validity of the study. ' -
H

™ - D R p—




. 7. Basic Assumptions ;

a) It {s assumed that subject matter acquisition and academic achievement - |

.
E
.

P (course grade) are reasonably synonymous. '

b). It is assumed that academic achievement can be realisfically measured.
) v ‘ @ . ]

c) It is assumed that the limitations of the study will not adversely

effect the results.
d) It is assumed that if a research project is carefully designed and

méticulously executed that the results will tell something worthr knowing.

’

'R

- 8.." ‘Procedufes for Collecting Data <,

® .

a) The study involves two groups of York College students (Pass/fail and

Traditionally Graded) enrolled in an "Introduction to Africa" course (three

/. semesters, 1973-74, same profassor). g

&

. Y
b) The groups were'matched in terms of sex, intelligence (IQ), academic

»

% .
achievement (QPA), class status, and credft load.
* ¢) The sgudy compared the two groups relative to subject matter

acquisition as measured bi their course grade. (At York College the professor

.

. ' érades all students and only the studegt and the Records Office is aware that

-

pass/fail has been chosen’.) ' -

d) All the information needed for the studyqyas located either in the

Y College Records Office or in the-Office of the Academic Dean. »

&
7
- . . P
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9, Procedures for Treatiny Data A N ¢
The following was;.the procedure for treating the data. .
a) Null Hypothesis: Ho: X = X3,
b) Alté}gate Hypothesis:l Ha: L) # X5 L
¢) Level of Significance: - &R = .05
. + ' .
=~ d) Critical t Value: = 1.98 (two tailed test) .
. \\ » - 14
) -
3. . L
! . ' "Ho will be rejected and Ha accepted if .
T B .
. .ty F 1.98 or <~ 1.98 ' . .
. ' - ~ Vs .
10. Data Resulting from the Study *
TABLE I .
Grade Distribution (Pass/Fail Ggoup)- . .
. * N = 61 ’ - N } i
3 o= 0,617, I
. x = 2,049 -
- « < -
TABLE IT & . : L

GraquDiqtribhbion (Conventional Graded GEoQﬁ)

6

¥ q =
1
DO

73
29

wv »n?

Ly TABLE ITT

T

Critica1‘Va1ue of t Calculated Value of t .

¢

- 2.033

-

3

T1.980

Table I records the number of scores in the distfibutlon, the standard

Fa

deviation, and the mean of course grades within the Pass/Fail group. -

Table II records the number, standard deviation, and- mean of course grades

3

4

within the group who experienced conventional grading.

X

Table III records the critgcal value of t and the calculat

ed value, indicating .
2

a significant difference between the mean grade distributions of ‘the two groups._

~

\

.

* .
' ’ f
.

<.
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| . . . )
1” . ."ﬂ \ ) é
. ) N ‘. TABLE IV
“ Grade Distribubibn~=’Péss/Fail Group‘ .
. (Total Population)
’ N =72

. a 0.615 °*
o . X 2,041 ‘ . -
¢ s
I‘ABLEV/,/ Y -

1

Grade Distribution - Convéhtional Graded Group
(Total Population)

. N =152 -
o= 0.692 S
X = 2.223
7
TABI':. VI
) Critical Value of t Calculated Value of t
N + - \
: - 1.972 * - 1.902 .

Table IV records the number, standard deviélion, and mean of hourse grades'
: . . /
’ within the Pass/Fail group using the total population and making no effort to

‘control through group matching.
/) -
. , Table V records the number, standard deviation, and mean of the coq#g;tional

graded group with no efféft to control through matching.
N N ] .

’

. Table VI records the critical value of t and the calculated balue, indicating

4 : no significant difference between the means.
4 ~ .

f

t i *

.11. Conclusions and Significance «
]

a) Tue data clearly indicates a significant difference in theé grade means
between the two grpups at the .05 lavel of'confidencq which suggests that
students who elect the pass/fail option may not be as motivated to learn as

those who choose éo be graded conventionally (Qithin the context of the study

. , 1imitations)?

Lk
Y.
L]
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Tmylicaticns for Yor': College: R ’ .
1) Like many institutions across the land York College is grappling
with the pass/féll issue. There arc advocates oft both sides of the

: quesEion. IE is hopeful that this study will present to\those who
? : . .

must make decisions relative to the issue, at least, a droplet of hard ,
~ . .
data in a sea of opinion. ¢ o v

1

2) It is also hoped that the rather extensive review of the litérature -

- . B t . i
included within the study will be helpful to those involved in the
- A ./.‘

»

gE%iSion—making process. : o d
¢) Implications for a generalization of the study findings beyond, Yrk

¢

College:
1) It should be of iﬁterést to all educators involved with pass/fail,
that from the rather limited perspective of this single study, it appears

apparent that learning is significantly effected by an alteration in

\% the,grading system. Academic achievement is obviously linked to
N motivation, and motivation seems to be critically linked to grading
practices.

12. Residual Findings

The 1itera§ure‘on$issue of pass/fail includes a number of studies comparing
non-éraditional with tr;ditional érading practices, however, in?ariably it is
discovered that there is no significant difference in achievement. It was
noticed that in the majority of these studies little or no effort was made to
control important intervening variables. Frequently, the comparison was made
by simply measuring all those who chose non-traditional grading agadést thése
who accepted tradif&onal gréding.rKWhen this technique was’applied to the

Y

ébpulations invoived in this study, indeed%?o significant difference in grade

means was in evidence.
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What this seems to suggest is that when these populations are compared
- 3 $

without careful matching, inregard to certain impor tant variables, chance
LA . ‘ . .
seems te cancel out the difference that may exist as a result of a lowered

motivation to achieve. ,~ g -

Further Studies

‘€ 1t appears that the entire area of non-traditional grading is wide open to

furtheE study. \,There are simply myriad questions to be answered. For example,

W » -

although this study finds -a singificant difference in achievement between

- *

traditional and non-traditional graded students, how valid is a grade as a

measure of_achievement?

¢
A Does a student who receives an A know more about a subject than a student

who rece1ves a C? Has a student who has acquired measurable information about

-

subject g;}ned more than one who has‘possibly experienced a fundamental
alteration in his "world view'"? | ‘

If matched, groups .are significantly different in achievement as demonstrated
by this study, what a}e the important variables and how do they correlate with

achievement?
¥4

This has been a small study, at a small school, with a student population -

that can best be :termed provincial. Perhaps, the .study .should be repeated at

o . . RN

other institutions with different populations and in varying geographic

i -

locations. .

The topic is righ in research possibilities, perhaps even suitable for -

.
]

carefully designedjdoctoral dissertation.

»

~
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