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The use of norm-referenced or ”curVed“.grade distributions is | 4 T
\ :
widespread in college courses—-pa;tlcularly, large ones. Although thlS‘

-

form of grading has heen found to be as effect1Ve as a criterion-

zfcrcnccd—orv‘thswﬂvte—mdmg‘system in maint aining student**performance’ oo T

. - (hxlllams,hpollack & Ferguson, 1975), 1ts parameters have not been

1nvestrgate&. In pérticular, the effects of the leniency of the grade e o

o n ' .
» Yes . .« - - <
-~ r

re Sy 2 By o . .
drstribution remain tosbe explored. For example, does more liberal

- . : grading affect the quality of studentlwork and in which directjon?
The reiationship between grades'and"course/instruetor eviluations by C.

o students is, somehhat better understood In general, ‘most research has

s e o rn « m o mm ey o — i e s e JER UL, VN S e e e v et n e

[ Wmutshown thatwsuch evaluations: vary positively with student gradés T
(e.g., Doyle & Whitely, 1974; Gessner, 1973; Kennedy, 19753. One
difficulty with this research is that grades typically have been cpnfounded

with actual student performance. Whether it is the recelpt of the grade,

it e« pamm e o mw me e e
PR V. SRV IREBRS—— — e e e onaenm e

. or the student s partlcular level of work or performance, wh:ch is ,
(&Lg ~ K
r€3pons1ble for the Eavorable evaluatxon has not been dlsentanyled One

o ks s = s st o e+

a Y

way to address this quest1on is through the use of separate groups of

students, whose performince does not d1ffer,'but who rece1ve ve oo

. ca e
. . a

different grades. In contrast with a correlat10na1 approach (e g., Kenncdy

, . ) 19751, such an,exper1menta1 ana1y51svwou1d permlt coiclusions relating

xf cel the effects of gradtng on student eva}gatlons.)-!f‘ ) A " _ ]
T - *° Method ) ¢ o
“Subjects - o T L
‘ mfwo sectiohs of an undergradoate Derelopmental Psycholoéy cdurse:were .
o ‘a_rused,»bot; meetidg'for 75 minutes on Tuesdays and Thursdays.‘-dne,sectioh, ot
S e i C - S

i . Lo
:
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o The semestel was divided 1nto"f9ur units ¢ Qf;equal_length “each ...

) . : - . _
meeting at Lli:00 a.wi., had 134 students, while the other, meeting at

2:00 p.m., had 116 studedts: Bothmsectlons met in the same room, éovered o
. .

the same material, at "the éame rate, presented by the same two instructors, T

Jamd were otherwise treated as slmllsxay as p0551b1e‘ )

.PreCedure~:' ‘ _"u'. ¥ |

-

»
>

:f0110hed by a 40~ 1tem multlple chof%e exam coyering - that unit, with an. C

optlopat pomprchen51ve‘flngl_exam. Dr. Sarmlento taught_ghe firSt_agd~

ekt

4

. fourth units while Dr. Vista was ‘in charge“of the second and terd unats.

Classcs ‘consisted prqur11y of lectures, supplemented by films and slides,

for both instructors. The students were.lnformed_that their final. course
\ . ) ) ¢

grade would be the numerical average of the best four out of the five

> .

accordrng to the 11bera1 d15tr1but1Qn fgr_hoth sectlons __Rexibrmanceuen» e

p°55ib$e‘GXhm5>\W{EE~iT§de’CUtbﬁﬁs’based on ‘the performance of the class, &
) :

”
[
i

P— . ° .
‘The independent variable of the experiment was the %istribution of grades,- K

with the morning class, selected randomly by Dr. Sa iento, receiving a
distribution more difficult than used in previous sépesters of the course .

» * - .
and the afternoon class rece1v1ng one more 11bera1. \Dr. Vasta was unaware

of wh1ch group got hhlch dlstrlbutlon wh11e he was teaching. For the,

e o e

flrst exam, the mornlng elass had 86 A 17° B 386 C‘\24% D and 13% ‘ﬂ \-“’f
grades, whlle the afternoon class had-21% A, 27o Sﬂi 5 and 10§<D and ‘ -

5% h graaes.,'Slmxlar dlstrlbutlons were ‘used for the

.

exam$. However,, at the end of the course, final grades

&

1 econd and thlrd e

were ass1gned .

' “ow

"the f1rst exam represents a pretreatment’ comparlson of the two groups

\ 51nce they had. not ‘been aSSlgned any grades yet. A :

“~and class attendance for that un'it. During the fourth unit, they f11’led

At each of the four'unit exams, the students in both sectlaps fllled

Y -t v

out a short anonymous quastlonnalre cornicerning thelr stqulng beﬂav1ors

B S
- . \ At *
3 N
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out a course c\dluntxun questlonnaLre and rLhAstructor cvaluat1ons for

both professox\ dLJln anonymously
.The questlon of primaty interest was -- What effect would grade - Tt
g o % . .
distribution have on exam performance* studying behaviors and class

4

attendance, and coursc/instructor-evaluations?

- Results

;&gm Perfoxmdnce = " o .

[y

e = v bt it i s o Ao L bt ws [ERSUIDRPUU SO U,
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_ digtributions. As mentléned prev1ously, this constitutes a pretreatment -

of these exams, there were only el 1ght dlfferenCes between the groups in '

*would obtain the same'letter grade in both sbctions, althougb.high in the __ R
- A

'éssumption that a different retter gradelwould be more salient than

.
flean scores 1ov tneénarnlng and atternoon sectlons on the first

- \"

[P

exam were o6J759 coTrétt and 66.68% correct respectively, with sxmllar‘

[
Y » 2t . "

13 T [,

° . " =

_comparison. Performﬁnce on the second, third and fourth exams was used-

¢

-

to examine the effects of the grade distribution manlpulatlon. " On each

&

e o Mt e o S iome e me & s s A o i s i e e

?
means ard distribntjons and’ these were not stat§st1ca11y 51gn1f1cant

based on t-tests andnKolmogorQVTSmirnov tests (Bpscoe, 1969)., More in

depth analyses were ‘also conducted. : J ..

The differential grading procedure resulted in some scores that

range of scores, for that grgde 1n one section and low in the othar. On the

v o S

differences within a grade category, these §60res were removed and only

-
EAYL ~

{
those students in each éectlon with scores that would give rlse to X
. p - e ’ .

different letter grades on the first oXam were compared on pefformance for )

-c

Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

exnm_two. Aoalnc no statistically 51en1f1cant dxfferences imsmeans or

-

distributmons were obtaxned. From thlS group, students who on exan 2 T

-t .
-

againvhad received the same scores but dlfferent letter grades were

~

N

compared on.exam 3 owlth no sxgn1£1cant dlfferences occuring.. Of these T

those thh\scores on exam 3 giving rzse to different letter grades were

’ . b . -

o :




L “cqmpaxed on exom pmrforwpnce and again no sxgnlflcnnt dlfferences were -7
'fdund. fhus there is no ev1dence that tH& gradlng mantpulat1on had any

effect on éxam pcxformnnce

-

Study1ng_Behav1prs and Attendance .

The resultc of the* quest1onna1res exagining study1ng behaviors and

a

class—atq/nﬂynte”shﬁwed o s1gn1t1cant effects between groups. The

LY

_ percentage of stuJents from each class returnlng the questionnaires = . N

<

s

L]

~-~-letter grade~1nethe»course and the other ‘asked-them to rate the course-

-

remained approximatel; the same for all.four un1t exams: - - . o -

. . "

- . >

Course/Instructor Evaluat1ons . . | . .

.

The instrument used to examlne student evaluatlons of the course and /////

0y ,’u

7
3

1nstructors was the standard departmental questlonnalre, not *‘designed”
A

spec1f1ca11y for use in th1s study Thus, some of the 1tems were no}

: .. [ [

o R

relevant to the current 1nvest1gat1on and were not used 1n'the ana1y51s.

. P . b
» —_ “ .

Vo

. - The prcn§rt1onseufeﬁiEﬂfﬂffeffgfﬁfffh section returning the questionnaire

—— °l - .

* o - - . O M“’ e
were not significantly d1fferent. s

R

Two of the items on the questlonnalre bear d1rect1y on the effect1ve~

ness of the grade nanlpulatlon. One asked studentsato predlct thelr final aﬁﬁh
|

grad1ng system from strlct ‘to 1en1ent JL Results- for these 1tems were

con51stcnt with the dlfferences 1n grade d1strlbut1ons between the sect1ons i

with the former 1tem slgnlflcantlv d1fferent between groups based on a

t-test. T : o - L. S,

- . N — - . . L)

Of the requnlng relevant 1tems, 51xteen were evaluataons of the

»

Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

course and_sixteen mf’ the 1n¢;"l'1~1n‘tnr rpnp;atpd Frn' fhmmstmgtog
-

.

There were also four demograph1c items asse551ng sex, grade point awerage, ;

?
U » [

class and reason for taking the course. " . s e
. - ~ “ ! -
D . . ‘
Six of the 48 cvaluative items_showeq significantly different mean . &
¢ ., . . tF . <y Lt
. ‘.h"‘&"—\ N N &-.‘-A T ¢
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response2s betwern the, two sectlons, with « = 0.05. On each of these
. Y 2 .

P

items, the gronp recetvdng the more lenient distr1bution gave more

. ' ..o N
favorable evaluations.’ Group differences-on three more items approached
- . - Y
‘significance and only on one pf these¢, ‘concerning the adequacy with which

4 ) . ’

(3 .
the exans coverel the\course material, did.idac group getting the "

— .ﬂ.».w-———e—f——-
U PRSSES

dlffrcult distritution glve a more favorable rat}ng. ..

*

The two 1nst1uctors were evaluated differently by both groups but =

e e e e =

-

'cores—between—the—two—f

a t-test on difference

. ' . ¢
were combined for/further .analysis. TConsidering only the direction of

o
. K4

YUt N

‘(} - 9.00;, 1d.£., p<.01). :

the dltrerences/between groups, not the magn1tudé‘of these differences,

o

24 of the 32 ifems concerning instructors showed a mare favorable rating
. 3 .

by  the group “receiving the lenicnt-grade-distribution,-a-zesult deviating
R ) > . . Lk )

*

ﬂsignificax",ly from chance expectations (7? = 8.00, 1 d._f.,»% < .01). Ot'
" I3 . k) .

W v 1 J +
. -ithe, itenms concernrng the course, 14 out of 16 were'rated more favorably

7

.-

by the group thh the lenient dlstrlbutlon agaln a 51gn1f1cant effect

Dlscu551on
-5-—--~—--—-—

.

Thecfaliure of the two grade dlstrlbutlons to dlfferentlally affect :

student exam performance or self-reports of actual study behav1ors and -

attendance is 1ntr1pn1ng Since manlpulatlon “checks" conflrm that the

desired aSpects cf the treatment were 1mp1emented the absencc of differ-

ential nerfornance raises a number of quest1ons. For example, the_ extent

oY

to ‘which such distributions interact with 1nd1VLdPa1 student characterlstlcs,

= ag =

T NI

4
or the extent ‘to which these exams measure nonspec1fic academic skllls, are

1ssues for future research. Perhaps, 1t«1s,most parsimonious to conclude
T # . - . B
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simply that the’grade manipulation,-although salient, was not effective

-

- ‘ . . - . ' . s
in altering students' studylng.pr exan behav1qgs¢ which-have heen developed

~~w~~and~ma?ﬁfﬁiﬁéaﬂo ‘er a con51derab1e per1od of time..

to e 1nvest1g1ted ) ’ C

R X P

grading practices over a longer period of time or courses remain

The pdtehtiai cffects

.

e ey

I

T The posatxxe effects &f hlgher grades on student evaluat1ons are

con FuentT with—cariier findipoqffp.o..
Ty 4 §

kennedy, 1975).

Moreover, they :

>

" ~

suggect that grad0< per se, can’ produce “this relationship, - 1ndependent

of the students'_nctual pef?ormahce.

e

X~

liberalvgradlng,

‘performance, yet incrééSés“éva]uatiVeﬂresponsesw

.
current results,

students, courges, and in§pructiona1»methods.

A

implica;ion of the present findings is the use of caution in~interpreting

student evaluations.

question the wisdon of these practices,

R . : I’
» . - . . A
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This f1ndan might’ be used to support the current trend toward — .

however, -remains to be established with a variety of

Since such data are often used to assess teacher oY

*

¢

since such 4 practlco does~not appear to adversely affect

»

The~genera1xty-oflghev -

N
f

o~
Perhaps, a better immcdiate,

1

~method effect1vene<s, the 1dent1f1catlon of add1t1ona1 1nf1uenc1ng varlables

”
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