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PREFACE

The incentive for this study of pass-fail grading at
Berkeley comes from the continuing concern of the Office of Insti-
tutional Research to assist the students and the faculty in their
efforts to develop a grading system which is just. The periodic
reports of grade distributions prepared by the Office of Institu-
tional Research need to be supplemented on occasions with analyses

of trends and with subjective evaluations. Although few amorg the

faculty and students will Be able to read this study dispassion-

ately, no one should reject the explicit need for reassessment of

the current grading systems at Berkeley.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The values which faculty and students place on &ifferent
grading systems are as confused and arbitrary as the values used
in the determination of grades themselves. Vhile neither faculty
nor students are prepared to do without any procedure for evalu-
ating academic performance, the facts and opinions reported in this
study chcw that Berkeley's current Qual systenm which combines 1let-
ter grades with limited optional pass/not pass grades is a tinker's
remedy for & crumbling edifice. The five~value 1etter-grade system
vhich was created in an era when class distinctions were more read-
ily accepted and the common or average man denciatiion carried posi=~
tive connctations has been under severe attack in recent years.
The introduction in the year 1966 of a limited option for students
to elect to be graded either pass or not pass in a particular course
was the university's first acknowledgment that knowing precisely
how an instructor evaluated a student's performance was not always
necessary nor impertant. However, the contention that this innova-
tion would lead to significantly increased freedon for the student
to explore difficult course material and would result in, marked
reduction in tensions created by the need to earn high marks is not
supported by the facts, although large numbers of students and some
faculty continue to think so.

This study shows that the students use the pass/not pess

option in a selective manner on a scale significantly below it.
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potential use. Furthermore, the students acknowledge by'their

behavior, by their replies to survey questions included in this
study, and by their written comments that as much as they would
wish to do so, they cannot escape the letter grade systen as long
as entiry to graduate school, fellowships and other awards are
Judged by persons oriented to letter grade values. Addit.onally,
faculty and students recognize an implicit denigration of the pass
grade, and this recognition has influenced many students to limit
their use of the option. Despite these defects, the students
adamantly protest any thought of eliminating the option unless the
university can eliminate the letter grade system altogether and
replace it with either written or oral evaluations or some other

value system, as yet unidentified.

The pass/not pass option is used by some students with far
greater frequency than by others. It is used by many students in
order to carry an above average course unit load each quarter. It
is partially responsible for the rise in the overall undergraduate
scholastic average from a C+ to a B grade. It permits students to
reduce their efforts in courses in which the option is used, and,
according to both faculty and students, induces the student to do
so. Its total impact on the standard letter grade system as mea-
sured by its numerical magnitude is about 12 grades in 100. It has
not resulted in an obvious large scale course exploration by the
students. It has not gained popularity among the faculty as a de-
vice for removing the reputation of perfunctory grading from broad

survey lecture courses with large student enrollments.

The foregoing facts do not diminish the essential popular-
ity of the pass/not pass option, but they do tarnish the image of
an innovation designed to reduce grade-consciousness. Since the
faculty definitely does not want, and the students only moderately

want, any extensions of the current pass/not pass option, then, if




nothing better were available, I wouid recommend leaving the grad-
ing system as it is. I prefer, however, to recommend an alterna-
tive which I regard as a better sy=tem. This recommendation is
based partially on facts and partially on conjectures of my own.
Beginning with a trend in the last decade, the C, or aver-
age performance, grade has ceased to be the modal grade awarded by 5
the faculty to undergraduate students. Currently only 17% of all
grades recorded inr undergradu ‘e courses are C grades. The decline
of the C grade as an indicator of a satisfactory, but not an excel-
ling performance, began long before the introduction of the pass/
not pass option. When the option was introduced, however, both C
and B grades declined as provortions of total grades awarded. With
an ircreasing rise in A grades, a relatively steady state in the
small percentage of barely passing and failing grades, the removal
of a significant number of earned grades from the scholastic grade-
point computation (i.e., pass/nét pass grades are not counted in
this computation), the C grade no longer is regarded as a satisfac-

tory grade to the student.

The overall undergraduate cumulative grade-point average
has risen in the last decade from 2.5 to 2.9. Ten years ago less
than two out of ten undergraduates had scholastic averages of 3.0
and above; now more than four out of ten obtain these scores.
Again, in the same time period the number of students with averages
between 2.0 and 2.5 has reversed itself in almost exactly the same
magnitude from about four out of ten to less than two out of ten.
There are two important but mutually exclusive interpretations of
this change. Either the undergraduate student of today is a
superior scholar compared to his peers of ten years ago, or his

satisfactory performance is now given a new name, namely a B grade.

Among the few points of agreement by the faculty and :.tu-

dents who responded to the surveys aiscussed in this study is that




a majority of both groups were favorably disposed to initiating an

entirely new grading system of honors pass/pass/not pass.

I recommend that the Berkeley faculty give serious consid-
eration to eliminating the entire letter-graded system, the pass/
not pass option and the grade-point calculation and replace them
with a three-value system without numerical points. The facts
noted in preceding remarks clearly show that the present system is

in reality a three-value system, although in theory it is not.

I recommend that scholastic honors, awards, fellowships,
admission to graduate school and other benerits wnich may flow
from academic scholarship bBe judged on a more personal inspection
of the student's entire academic record which may include written
comments by facultf. A three-value system will clearly show in
which disciplines a student is most scholastically apt, while a
two-value 'system only separates the successful performer from the

unsuccessful performer.

The facts show that the majority of the students all of the
time, and all of the students the majority of the time recognize
the need for some type of differential evaluation of scholastic
performance. Pass/not pass grading is not used by the student as,
a means of relieving the fear of earning a failing grade, for very
few such gradQ§ were given by the faculty. It is used by those
students with above average scholastic scores who are fearful of
earning a C grade. A three-value grading system would eliminate
this fear while at the same time would allow for recognition of

scholastic performance of an outstanding nature.

The proposal to use the words honors pass/pass/not pass for

a three-value system is not recommended. In order to be acceptable.
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to the students, a three-value system cannot label as just adequate
(as the srord pass would connote) all who consider their performance
to be noteworthy. The mndal value of a three-value system at
Berkeley, with its high admission siandards, must denote more than
an ordinary performance, it must indicate a successful performance
in some positive manner. The elimination of the pass/not pass option
wherein these grades are not included in a grade-point average cal-
culation would mean that every course counted equally for all stu-
dents and successful completion of each course would be recorded
appropriately. I recommend, therefore, that the faculty search for
more appropriate words to designate these three levels of perfor-
mance. As an example, I suggest for pos§ible use: outstanding,

successful, not acceptable. I have selected these terms in order

to avoid any connection with past grading terminology. The third

term was chosen for its less harsh meaning than the term failure

or similar terms.

If the faculty followed the current grading practices, then
outstanding performers would be in the upper quartile, those whose
performance was not acceptable would be in the lowest percentile,
and successful performances would occupy the broad area between.

I recommend a new approach. First, require that a successful per-
formance achieve a higher level than that which currently receives
a barely passing grade. While this would tend to increase the pro-
portion of students with an occasional unsuccessful course record,
the rules governing probation and dismissal could be rewritten *o
be less stringent with the student whose performance does not reach
an acceptable level in a few isolated courses. Second, outstanding
performers should be those students whose academic work places them

among the top 10% to 15% of the class.

There are several benefits which could be derived from this

recomnendation. All students in a course would be considered o1 an




equal basis with regard to interpretations of the grades earned by
them. Grading practices within and among departmental faculties
could reach a more uniform level of validity and fairness to all
students. Award committees and admission committees would be
required to search for more meaningful and more individually per-
sonal criteria rather than the present heavy reliance on the grade-
point average. While each course would be recorded for the stu-
dent's proposed degree, the student would know that only a com-
Pletely unsuccessful performance on his part would be detrimental
to his record; that is, a student would no longer have to worry
that through some arbitrary design he finds he is awarded a C grade
and prevented from earning a B grade by an infinitesimal barrier.
Cutstanding performances by students would be quickly recognized.
Under the current system a student who does A work for a P grade
goes unrecognized, at the same time when all students are awarded

A grades there are no distinc%ions.

No one can read the survey replies of the faculty and stu-
dents, espeéially their appended commeits, without being impressed
by the intensity of their statements and without being disheartened
by the .polarity of their opinions. It is not my intention in mak-
ing a recommendation for a completely new grading system to ignore
this polarity, particularly those who hold strong favorable opin-
ions that more discriminating grading is needed, not less. If the
university's primary role were to promote the development of edu-
cated men and women I would recommend dispensing with gcrades alto-
gefher. Since the university's role appears to, be one of dispensing
certificates of completion of specific programs some indication of
successful completion is required. An increasingly larger segment
of society desires these certificates and they are unhappy with =a
system which not only may impede or block their attainment of their
goals but which puts them under continuocus duress while they pursue

these goals. High positive relationships between grades and

-6~




perfornaence in graduate school and professional career work in

later years are not apparent. The present grading system at

Berkeley is cumbersome, iniquitous, and unproductive. I recommend
that it be abandoned.
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INTRODUCTION

Few innovations in higher education are openly welcomed by
most participants, for there are probably more proponents of change
and more proponents for no change in education than in most other
areas of society. The reason for this split lies ia the continuing
problem of adequately assessing just what education does for the
individual. If proof that one form of teaching or one form of
learning is better than another form is unobtainable, then there
should be no wonder that some educators are constantly attempting
innovations and others are equally constantly resisting these
changes. When innovations are introduced, however, there are sur-
prisingly few efforts to ascertain whether or not the changes
brought about the anticipated improvements. Recent innovations in
rank values used to classify scholastic performances of students
have been initiated in many institutions of higher education in the
United States. Most of these changes reflect a reduction of the
number of values assigned to performance for course work. Specifi-
cally, the reductions replace a hierarchy of successful performances
with a single order of success. Unlimited analogies can be made
with which to compare the success/non-success dichotomy, but perhaps
the simplest is the race in which the only criteria of success is
whether one finishes the race at all. Many educators and students
regard this single value of success as sufficient. Others are not

satisfied until they learn how the race was run. Complications of
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Judgment arise in direct proportion to the complexities of the
race and the methods used to evaluete successful completion. Lit-
tle dispute is encountered in the determination of whether one
runs, walks or crawls across the finish line if finishing is all

one needs to do.

The enduring controvery over the system of assigning letter
grade values to scholastic performance has flared agein recently
with the growing use of pass-fail (or pass/not pass) grading in
higher education. The current controversy arouses, in some, strong
sentiments, as can be attested not only by statements made by fac-
ulty and students to surveys made for this study (see Appendices I
and J) but also by a recent leading editorial in a major metropoli-
tan newspaper which deprecated pass-fail grading and which stated
in part that "Success in the mature world of harsh reality normally
requires an ability to compete with rivals."’ The strength of
these sentiments, one might conjecture, resides either in attitudes
which disincline to judge the quality of performance, and prefer
egalitarianism, or in attitudes which consider rank values abso-

lutely essential for any enterprise, and prefer elitism.

This crude conjecture does a disservice to substantive com-
ments made by students, educators and laymen who are genuinely con-
cerned with the education process. There are cogent arguments for
both sides and neither this study nor similar ones will resolve the
conflict. This study attempts to determine whether the & ading
innovation introduced at Berkeley in the Fall Quarter 1966 has

brought about the benefits anticipated by its proponents.

In March, 1965, the Academic Senate passed a resolution to

establish "A Select Committee on Education at Berkeley" for the

ZSan Francisco Examiner, August 7, 1971.




following purposes:

(a) to find the ways in which the traditions of
humane learning and scientific inguiry can be
best advanced under the challenging conditions
of size and scale that confront our university
community;

(b) to examine the various changes in educational
programs currently under consideration in the
several schools and colleges; to seek by appro-
priate means to communicate information concern-
ing these programs to the wider campus community;
and to consider the implications gf these pro-
grams in the light of (a) above.

Chapter VI of the Select Committee's report is exclusively
concerned with grading and opens with a forthright note about pass-

fail grading.

The establishment of thé present Committee
came at a moment when, throughout the United States,
considerable debate and planning was being devoted
to the problem of grading in higher education. Few
would deny that, as more and more students compete
for admission to our better undergraduate and gradu-
ate schools, they have become increasingly-’grade-
conscicus.' Students, faculty, and administrators
alike have expressed concern about the presbure of
grades; and some institutions have planned or imple-
mented changes to free the student from the full
impact of this pressure. Nearly all of these changes
have moved in the direction of limited 9r experi-
mental pass-fail grading in some form.

A comprehensive review of the grading system was conducted

for the Committee which lead to recommendations for experimental

2Education at _Berkeley, Report of the Select Committee on

Education, University of Californmia, Berkeley, Academic Senate,

March, 1966, p. iii

SIbid., p. 93




pass-fail grading. These recommendations also suggested comprehen-
sive or qualifying examinations as another possible Modbabigation of
the current system. Another report was submitted to the Select
Committee which recommended adding "plus" grades to the current five

letter grade system, i.e., A, A+, B, B+ and so on.

Since the Select Committee could be thought of as a direct
cutcome of the Free Speech Movement at Berkeley, it is not surpris-
ing that considerable effort was experded in assessing student opin-
ion on the current grading system. Arn extensive random sample of

2,576 students at Berkeley was surveyed.

A direct quotation from the Committee's report would best
represent some of the impetus felt by the Berkeley faculty for

changing the grading system.

These students were given four possible re-
sponses to the question--'How well do you think the
grading system at Berkeley reflects the student's
actual knowledge and understanding of the subjects
studied?'. Only a bare majority seemed to believe
in the efficiency of the system (3.4% answered 'Very
well,' and %9.2% 'Fairly well'). No less than L41.8%
answered 'Only slightly,' and this result cannot be
attributed solely to resentful disappointment: 35%
of the honorg-level students in the sample answered
in this way,  and 26% of those with grade-point aver-
age of 3.5 or better. A more or less constant 5% of
students at all grade-point average levels answered
"ot at all.' Thirty-one out of 836 honors-level
students (3.6%) believed that the system works 'Very
well'; another 467 (55.8%) answered 'Fairly well.'
Obviously one should not expect enthusiastic support
for any form of grading. But when two fifths of an
honors-level student sample express such significant
disbelief in the system which rewarded tnem, it is

-~

'4I.e., those students whose grade-point average the pre-
vious semester was 3.0 or better.
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surely time to reconsider not only the grading systenm
itself, but the ingreasing emphasis which we are pressed
to place upon it.

While there is no reason to think that a similar survey
made today of Berkeley students would yvield substantially different
results, there is no doubt that during that period of time students

saw few virtues in any of the university's systems.

About two out of five students, including honor-level stu-
dents, had indicated they found grades a "major" worry. In open-
ended questions many students noted their preference for additional
pass-fail grading, especially outside the major or in the lowver
division and others asked for a more sophisticated ra:ige of grades.
Of particular significance to this study are the Commictee's
remarks conceriing student opinion as to which studénts were most
likely to use a pass-fail option. The students challenged "the
allegation that pass-fail grading is the preference of medioc-e
performers”...and the Committee indicated instead that... "the
highest percentages favoring some form of pass-fail grading came

from the honors-level students."a

The Select Committee's assessment of faculty opinion showed

that most of them were more interested in explaining the need for
letter-grading than discussing any innovations; however, many had
svggested changes equivalent to those made by the students. The
opinions of the faculty noted in the Select Committee's report are
very interesting; however, this study's focus is on the pass-fail
innovation and a digression on the whole topic of the value of

letter-grading or lack of it would only lengthen the study without

5Edhcation at Berkeley, op. cit., pp 94-95.

SIbid., p. 95.




necessarily enhancing its merits. But it is necessary to sumnaricze
the faculty's statements to the Committee so that the replies
received in answer to the survey nade for this current study can

be placed ir perspective. Essentially then, in 1965, the faculty
said to the Select Committee that: (a) letter-grading had the salu-
tary effect of forcing students to learn where they stood among ‘
their peers and to criticize themse.ves; (b) personal comments on
students lacked rigor and rigor was needed to make faculty offer
criticism and students believe it; (:) society is competitive and
selective, and evaluations of students will be a concern of society;
(d) the letter-grade system is overt whereas personal evaluations
might be based on private grades which could not be questioned by .
the student; (e) the arguments that letter-grades are erratic and
subjective are true, but any other conceivable g-ading system is

no iess subject to those errors, as for example, awarding different

grades to the same work at different times.7

One particular point made by the Select Committee was that
some faculty were interested in doing away with letter-grading in
those broad survey lecture courses with very large enrollments inas-
much as the grading could only be perfunctory. Others, especially
those in the physical sciences, showed interest in the use of finer
gradations of grading. "There was little support for, and much
opposition to, the idea of comprehensive examinations at this cam-
pus, especially from some professors who had administered them. It

was argued that we should move instead in the direction of intimate,

more personal confrontations between the student and his examiner."®

The Select Committee made five specific recommendations with

? Ibid.,

81bid., p. 97.




regard to grading and two of them concerned pass-fail grades. In
making their recommendations they roted the "complex and conflic-
ting body of evidence" concerning grading and they stated "that
the results of researchers to date are very far from definitive

enough to Justify immediate wholesale reforms of the present sys-
tem."g Also, the Committee was concerned with the student's obses-
sion with the grade-point average criterion for academic success

and privilege.
The recommendations on pass-fail grading were...

. ; (#1%) A student in good standing should

be esuthorized to take one course each term on a Pass-

Not Passed basis. Units thus earned shall be counted
I’ in satisfactior of degree reguirements, but shall be
disregarded in determining the student's grade-point
average. Except with the consent of the student's
major depariment, courses thus undertaken shall not
satisfy requirements for the major...

(#15) For the next five years, faculty mem-
bers should be suth-.rized, subject to departmental
approval, to offer one course each t2rm on a Pass-
Not Passed basis. Faculty members taking part in
this experiment would be expected tc report their
findings to the Committee on Educational Policy and
the Board of Educational Development. It is under=-
stood that such coggses would carry unit credit, but
not grade points.

The Select Committee anticipated these benefits: (&) reduc-
tion or elimination of perfunctory grades in large breadth courses,

(b) encouragement tc students to seek challenging courses outside

S1bid., p. 98.

Y1id., pp. 99-100




the major; (c) promotion of interdisciplinary studies at the upper

division leve', (d) de-emphasis of present system, and "thus create
an academic milieu with greater freedom, diversity, leisure, and
personall&-motivated inquiry;" (e) enlargement of the scope of the
student's intellectual 2uriosity and reduction of his need to enroll

in non~chellenging courses.
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INFORMATION SOURCES AND REPORT FORMAT

. Three sources of information have been brought together to
explore Berkeley's reaction to the pass/not pass innovation. One
is a survey of faculty conducted in the Spring Querter 1970, the
second is a survey of undergraduate students in the Winter Quarter
1971, and the third source is the records rcutinely generated in

the Registrar's Office for the recording of scholastic grades com-

bined with files held by the Office of Institutional Research.

Considerable overlap was built into the two survey instruments, but
they were designed to explore attitudes and perceptions appropriate

to faculty and students as separate groups.

The sections of this report which follow attempt to provide
some light on these questions: (1, how popular is the pass/not
pass grading option in its present form at Berkeley? (2) has the
pass/not pass option reduced tensions and pressures commonly
attributed to standard grading practices? (3) has the option
served to encourage course exploration, create greater freedom for
prersonal inquiry and enlarge the scope of the student's intellectual
curiosity? (b4) what qualitr differences are discernable in academic
perf .rmances for pass/nct pass grading compared to standard letter
grading?, and, finally, (5) what are the current faculty and student
attitudes toward grading, in general, and extensions of pass/not

pass grading, in particular?




The discussions which follow cannot be properly understood

without some knowledge of the regulations governing the use of the

pass/not pe.s grading. A partial and condensed version of the

regulations and their changes over time is given here to provide

sufficient background for the reader and to avoid confusing repeti-

tion of the regulations when they are referred to in the text.

Pass/Not Pass Grading Regulations and Rulings--

Partial and Condensed Version

As of Fall, 1966

(a)

(a)

(f)

Undergraduate students in good standing are eligible--
i.e., cumilative scholastic average of C or better.
One course per quarter permitted.

Prerequisite and required courses for the student’s
major cannot be taken for a pass/not pass grade with-
out faculty approval.

Two "Not Pass" grades earned by the student make him
or her permanently ineligible to use the pass/not pass
optior.

Units.earned for Pass grades count toward completion
of degree, but not grade-point averages.

The Pass grade includes letter grades, A-plus through

D-minus.

As of Fall, 1968--changes only

(g)

The Pass grade includes letter grades A-plus through

C-minus.




As of Fall, 197011--changgs only

(h) Instead of one course per quarter, undergraduates could
teke up to one-third of their total units for their
. 12
degree on a pass/not pass option.
(i) Two Not Pass grades earned no longer made a student

permanently ineligible to use the option.

Hontain estensions were made for graduate work but they
are not pertinent to these notes.

12This change had the net effect of increasing the potential
number of courses a student could take "pass/not pass," for the unit
value of courses vary and under the old ruling a 3-unit course would
count the same as a f-unit course, i.e., one course.




SECTION I
POPULARITY OF PASS/NOT PASS GRADING

The reputed popularity of a proposed innovation is one
major force which moves it toward adoption: The Select Committee
on Education at Berkeley found through survey that almost 509 of
the students "volunteered the suggestion that more pass~-fail grad-

I3 gpe word "more" referred to the then present aca-

ing be used.
demic policy which went back to a policy set in 1941, and which
limited the use of pass/not pass grading to honor students who were
allowed to take one course per term and generally only from among
upper division courses. Effective with the Fall Quarter 1966, an
extended, but still limited, pass/not pass grading option was made

available to undergraduate students (see pages 17~18).

Subsequent changes in regulations and rulings on pass/not
pess ‘grading may have obscured precise measurement of popularity
over time, but one would think that the latest changes in Fall,
1970, would tend to cause an upswing inasmuch as they liberalized
the option. Evidence given later in this section shows this specu-

lation to be untrue insofar as the total undergraduate population

13Education at Berkeley, op. cit., p. 75.
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is concerned, but true for students who have a propensity for using
the pass/not pass option in any case. The influence of various
policy changes over the years may have been readily measurable, but
no specific attempt was made to do so, and speculations of their
influence on the popularity of the pass/not pass grading option

other than the one already made would not add to this study.

FACULTY OPINION

As noted previously, (see pages 12-13) the Select Committee
on Education reported in 1966 that the¢ majority of the faculty
favored retaining the standard letter grading system intact; that
is, the pass/not pass option was unpopular with them. The survey
of faculty conducted in 1970 reveals a change in attitude, for the
majority of the respondents (80%) stated they were either moderately
in favor (52%) or strongly in favor (28%) of the current pass/not
pass system with regard to its structure and intended purpose. The
faculty had a less favorable opinion of the menner in which the
system operated: 63% moderately in favor and only 14% strongly in
favor. The latter question is ambiguous, but it should be intsi-
preted to mean that while most of the faculty favors the current
system, they are more positive about the purposes of pass/not pass
grading than they are about the conditions under which it is prac-
ticed. Although it anticipates the last section of this report in
which faculty attitudes toward extending the pass/not pass option
are explored on several points, an appropriate nota%ion here is
that the majority of faculty respondents did not favor any major

extension of the option.

Faculty perceptions of the popularity of pass/not pass
grading can be assessed indirectly through two questions asked of
thoses faculty respondents who had experienced this option in their

courses. In response to the statement on the guestionnaire "The
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number of students taking advantage of the pass/not pass option in
my courses is increasing," a majority, 61%, of the faculty said it
was not true, the remainder, 39%, said it was only partially true,
and none said it was entirely true. Vhen they responded to the
statement that "Among students utilizing the pass/not pass option
in my courses, the proportion of A and B students has been increas-
ing since the program began," a larger proportion, 697, stated it
was not true, 31% said it was partially true, and none said it was
entirely true. The limitations of the pass/not pass grading regu-
lations’preclude leaps in popularity of the option; nevertheless,
the fact that not a single faculty member noted increases in the
number of students who choose this option in all of his courses
cannot be overlooked as a demonstrable indication that pass/not
pass grading popularity had not changed much in a positive direc-
tion. TJirect measurements of student enrollments for the pass/not

pass option are presented later in this section.
STUDENT OPINION

Several questions included in the survey of student atti-
tudes and perceptions can be taken as measures of popularity.
Among the undergraduate students who responded to the survey (num-
ber, 1,205), 81% stated they had taken at least one course for a
pass/not pass grade at some time during their attendance at Berkeley.
For some students this may include the entire time from the Fall
Quarter 1966 through the Fall Guarter 1970, and for others only the
1970 term. The majority would have had less than two years to eval-

uate their propensity for pass/not pass grading.

A majority, 66%, of the students stated they had taken two
or more courses for pass/not pass grades (see Table 1). Students
can enroll in two types of courses with regard to pass/not pass

grading. One type is a course offered to ail qualified students on
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Table 1

PASS/NOT PASS COURSES TAKEN PER STUDENT

Per Cent Distribution of a Sample of Undergraduate Students
at Berkeley (N = 1,205) by the Total Number of Courses Taken
for Pass/Not Pass Grades During their Attendance at Berkeley

Total Number
of Pass/Not Pass Per Cent*
Courses Taken of Sample
0 19
1 15
2 13
3 13
b ' , 11
5 or more 29
No Reply 1
Total Number of Students . . . 1,205

tDoes not add to 100% due to rounding.
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e wholly pass/not pass basis, i.e., all students enrolled are graded
in this manner; however, these courses have never been numerous.

The second type, potentially, includes almost all other courses _
which are graded by the standard range of letter grades unless the

individual student elects to be graded by the pass/not pass option.

A crude estimate of the average number of years spent on cam-
pus for a cross-section of undergraduates taken in a fall term at
Berkeley has been calculated at about two years. This includes new
students, transfer students from community colleges and other insti=-
vutions and students who entered as freshmen and persisted. Since
most undergraduates {about 95%) are eligible to enroll for. pess/not
pass grades, the average number of pass/not pass courses per student
could have been over 6, one for each of 5 quarters and more than one

for Fall 1970, but the measured average was only 3.3 courses.

Undergraduate student respondents stated that the popularity
of pass/not pass grading is not affected by the mechanics of the
system; that is, they attached very little importance to reasons
which concerned their possible lack of knowledge about how to sign
up for pass/not pass grading or their understanding of the option
itself. On a scale from 1 to 7, from less important to more impor-
tant, the weighted scores were 1.3 and 1.4, respectively for the
two reasons noted, which places these reasons for not electing to
enroll for pass/not pass grades at the very bottom of the students'
perceptions of what affected their behaviours. In fact, about 85%
of the students rank these reasons with a score of 1, least impor-

tant (see Table 2, Part B).

An important reascn for electing the pass/not pass option
was that the students enjcyed the course more than they would have
under the standard grading system. It had a2 weighted score of 5.0
with 467 of the respoandents giving it high values of importances, 6

or T.
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able 2

POPULARITY

Per Cent and Weighted Scores of Responses by a Semple of Undergraduate
Students Regarding their Attitudes and Perceptions of the General Values
they Associate with Pass/Not Pass Grading in Courses Taught at Berkeley

SCALE
Number of]
Survey Item Responses| less Important Neutralj More Important WEIGHTED
(Maximum SCORE
1,205) 1 2 3 L 5 6 7
P _E c E n rt
(A) How Important are the Followi
Reasons for Electing Pass/Not
Pags Grading:
Enjoy course more 935 T 6 6 1k 20 22 24 5.0
Fulfill breadth requirements 932 30 11 7 9 13 15 13 3.6
Teke required courses in major
that are not interesting 921 ol 15 7 1 6 7 6 2.6
(B) How Important are the Following
Reasor.s for NOT Electing Pass/Not
Pass Grading:
Do not understand the grading 1.186 85 € 2 3 1 1 1 1.4
option ’ :
Unsure of how to sign up for 1.186 86 € 2 2 2 1 1 1.3
pass/not pass grading ’
SCALE
Less Than Letter Sagett More Than Letter
Graded Courses Graded Courses
1 2 3 b 5 6 7
P E R c E N 7t
(C) Compared to Greded urses, What
was your Actual Ex, cience in
Pass/Not Pass Courses:
Enjoyment of school 922 2 2 1 20 25 30 20 5.3
Enjoyment of the course 9z2 3 3 b 20 21 26 22 5.2
Independence of action 917 2 1 3 31 26 24 13 5.0
Reduction of superficial 8 2 4 4 L.
interests 99 3 6 17 17 1 7
- Clarity of personal values 4 . 8 4
and their importance 501 3 3 52 18 2 +3
Personal relations with other 918 4 3 7 55 15 1 5 4.3
students
Personal relations with 917 4 5 8 58 9 9 5 b1
teachers
L

“May not add to 100% due to rounding.

HStudents were instructed in these questions to rate a letter-graded course as, b,

no difference between types of grading.

Q

RIC

PAFulToxt Provided by ERIC
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If pass/not pass grades are popular because they help stu-

dents enjoy their courses more, they are not popular to students
simply as a medns to fulfill breadth requirements or to take required

14 The latter reason

major courses that are not interesting to them.
for electing pass/not pass grading was ranked at the bottom of the
list of potential reasons with a weighted score of 2.6 aid with 63%
of the respondents giving it the low score of 1 or 2. The former
reason, to fulfill breadth requirements, had a more varied response
from the students, i.e., they were more divided on its importance

to them. The weighted score was 3.6 but the per cent distribution
showed 41% giving low scores of 1 or 2 and 28% giving high scores

of 6 or 7. This type of split, large numbers at either end of the

1 to T scale, or, in some instances, almost a uniform spread across
all values occurs in many of the student responses reported in this
study, and it shows that no single statement can be made with regard
to student needs or perceptions about the value or popularity of the
pass/not pass option except the felicitous reason that they all

enjoy the course more.

This aspect of enjoyment is further reinforced by responses
from the students to questions regarding their experiences in
courses taken for pass/not pass grades compared to courses tsken for
standard letter grades. Among the seven responses selected for dis-
cussion in this section of the report, enjoyment of school and of
the course itself were rated highest by the student, that is, the
students perceived their election of the pass/not pass grading
option as promoting greater enjoyment for themselves in these
courses, and in their being in school, than in courses taken for a

standard letter grede. Students, also, thought that pass/not pass

14Breadth courses refer to courses outside of the student's

area of study for his major; e.g., an art course for a mathematics
student major.




grading gave one a feeling of greater independence of action compared

to standard grading.

As one moves from very general areas o1 satisfaction to more
specific values, one notes that students found less benefit from pass/
not pass grading compared to standard grading. The undergraduates
did think thet, to some extent, taking a pass/not pass grade reduced
the necd to be concerned about superficial course material, but they
showed little positive attitude to the possibility that pass/not
pass grading could improve their personal values or the interpersonal
relations with either students or professors. In fact, among the
roughly 900 students (about three-fourths of the sample) who responded
to the latter type of specific questions, half or more had checked,
on a scale of 1 to T, number 4, which was intended, by instruction,
to represent no d!fference between a pass/not pass graded course and

e standard letter-graded course (see Table 2, Part C).

FACTS

In perception and sttitude, undergraduate students favor the
pass/nov pass grading option; but an examination of some empirical
information obtained from official records of scholastic grade:z
awarded by the departments of instruction should add perspective to

student opinion by observing their behavior.

i gross observation of student enrollments in courses of
instr.iction at Berkeley since the innovation was introduced, in 1966,
shows a significant increase in use of pass/not pass grading the
second year fcliowed by a declining trend in lower division courses
zrc a relatively steady trend in upper division courses (see Table
5). In general, about 10% of all grades are earned as pass/not pass
grades and this represents, based on crude relationships between the

average number o courses taken by undergraduates and the potential

—06-
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Table 3

PER CENT OF PASS/IOT PASS GRADES

Pass and lot Pass Grades Awarded by Berkeley Departments of Instructior

as a Per Cent of All Grades Awarded -- Fall Quarters 1966 through 1971t

Fall Quarter

Lower Division Courses

Upper Division Courses

Pass Grades

Not Pass Grades

Pass Grades

Not Pass Crades

P E R C_E N T
1966 9.5 0.4 7.2 0.3
1967 14.1 1.0 9.1 0.7
1968 11.8 1.2 9.3 0.7
1969 11.4 1.1 8.3 0.6
1970 10.9 1.0 9.3 " 0.7
1971 9.6 1.1 10.477 0.6

+Excludes pass/not pass grades in physical education activity courses
which are very numerous and in which most students elect the pass/not

pass option.

These activity courses do not affect the student's

eligibility for electing pass/not pass grading in other courses. It
does not exclude independent study course enrollments which, also, do

Aot affect the student's eligibility.

Material developed later in

this section excludes both physical education activity courses and
independent study courses.

HGraduate students, who account for roughly 13% of upper division
course enrollments, became eligible for using the pass/not piss option
They have been svbtracted, by estimate,
from the total official count of pass grades to give comparable infor-
mation for the undergraduate students.

in the Fall Quarter 1970.
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eligibixily they have for the option, about a 40% usage of the

maximwrn rossible.

Perhaps the easiest explanation of the actusl compared to
the potential use of the option is that the students find it a help-
ful tool for getting on in their academic work but they recognize
its limitations not only frem the viewpoint of their own personsl
needs with respect to future graduate work or empleyment but, also,
from the viewpoint that the system is a partial one surrounded by 2
universe of standard grades and judages who think in standard grede

ternino’ ogy.

Additional information aveilable for four of the six years
since the introduction of pass/not pass grading shows that from 36%
to L2% of the undergraduate students who are eligible meke use of
the option. These percentage figures ere obtained by counting all
the 'students who enrolled ror one or more courses on & pass/not
pass basis in a given term and dividing by all eligihle students in
the same term (see Taoble 4). Put into cther terms, t}.'s means that
about six out of every ten undergraduates, Jor one reason or another,
do nct elect any course for pass/not pass grading each term
they are eligible to do so. In Section IV c¢f this study soﬁe
figures will reveal that many students witl: below everage scholas-
tic standing use the pass/not pass option. Yhether cr not these
students were eligible to enroll for the option at the time they
did enroll carnot be determined by the information available for
this study. This fact is aoted here simply to point out +het the
per cent est.mates given in Table 4 would change by 1%, or less,

if these students were taken from tir.e counts in the table.

Since there are no criteria exiant for judging the popuiarity

of pass/not pass grading at one institution compared to another,
g D

one kind of assessment can be made by examining some of the details
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{NDERGRADUATES i#'NROLLED FOR

Table &

PASS/IOT PASS GRADED

Number and Per ¢ *

ve——

of Undergraduate Situdents Who Enrollec

for One or More Pu.s/Not Pass Grzdes in Courses Offered ut
Berkeley in the Fall Quarters of 1966, 1968, 1970 and 167.°

-
Estimateus
D,
Total Number | Xstimate of Number %;i Sg?: of
Fall of Eligidle |Enrolled ror ‘Stﬁd s
Quarter Undergraduate] Number of |Pass/Not Pass U
Enrolled in
Studeats Students Grades . o
Pasg/llot Pu.ss
Grades
1966 16,862 15,L65 5,590 36
1968 17,539 16,662 1,000 L2
197¢ 17,99% 17,095 6,390 37
197172 15,826 15,037 5,496 36

+0ne course permitted in 1966 and 1968 and more than one
permitted ia 1970 and 1971.




about those students who use the option to discover if there are
differences in pass/not pass grading preference among various groups
within the undergraduate : .lation at Berkeley. The most consis-
tent important difference is found when undergraduates are grouped
by thei~ matriculation status at the opening of the fall quarter of
instruction. Students whe are new to the Berkeley rampus are much
less inclined (26% comparcd to average of 37%) to e.2ct a course

for a pass/not pass grade than are students who either are return-
ing to Berkeley after an absence of one or more terms or are con-

tinuing their attendance from the previous regular term (see Table 5).

Before proceeding further, the reader should know one impor-
tant technicality concerning the basic data used in all the empiri-
cal comparisons which follow in this section and appear in later
sections. This technicality refers to the types ~f course enroll-
ments which were excluded from the various. analyses of actual use
of the pass/not pass option. First, all graduate student enroll-
nents were excluded; second; all enrollments in physical education
activity courses, such as tennis or swimming, were excluded, inas-
much: as an enrollment in these courses did not affect the student's
eligibility to take a 'regular' course on a pass/not pass fasis;
and, third, all independent study course enrollments were excluded
sin~e undergraduates have to take these courses on a pass/not pass
basis and doing so does not affect their eligibility to enroll in

'regular' courses.

As one can see in Table 5, the per -~ent of new students who
enroll for thelpass/not pass option is sistently below that for
continuing or returning ctudents for t..2 three fall terms shown and
the per cent of returning students is consistently below the per
cent for continuing students. The smaller proportions of new and

returning students who use the option may be due, in small part, to

the very slightly lighter course load these students carry compared
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Table 5

SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS

Per Cent of All Undergraduate Students Enrolled in One
or More Courses for a Pass/Not Pass Grade at Berkeley

in the Fall Quarters of 1968, 1970 and 1971’

Selected PER CENT
Characteristics Three Term
Fall 1968 | Fall 1970 | Fall 1971 Average

Matriculation 3tatus:

New 26 26 25 26

Returning 34 35 30 33

Continuing L4s 39 39 L1
Class Standing:

Freshman 26 29 26 27

Sophomore 47 Lo 38 42

Junior 43 36 36 38

Senior L2 37 38 39
Men and Women:

Men 35 34 32 34
Women L6 38 38 41
TOTAL, Undergradaates 40% 35% 35% 37%
Number of Students 17,539 17,995 15,828 17,121

tSee Appendix A for details.
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to continuing students, 3.22 and 3.19 courses per quarter compared
to 3.36 courses, respeciively (see Table €). The effect here would
be to reduce the opportunities for many of the new and returning
students to use the cption. More impo?tantly, however, evidence
noted later in Section V of this report indicates that according

to scme students, when they first entered the university, they were
fearful of the unstructured nature of the pass/not pass grading
program and ihe possible effect the use of the option might have

on their scholastic record. This uncertainty does not last long
for, as one can see in Table 5, sophomores have used pass/not pass
grading at a higher rate than students at other class levels. In
general, however, class level has little effect on student behavior
witn regard to use of the option, since the large per cent differ-
ence shown in Table 5 only reflects the fact that most students
classified as freshmen in the fall term are new to the campus and,
thus as with new students, freshmen take about 10% fewer courses

for a pass/not pass grade, 27% compared to 37% overall, respectively.

The average higher use of the option by sophomores previous~
ly noted is mat “ed also, by a marginally higher average course load.
This relationship appears to be negated when an examination of Tables
S and 6 are made for data concerning men and women. Although 41%
of the women (three~term average) use the pass/not pass option com~
pared to 34% of the men, the former group consistently carry a
smaller course load per teim, average 3.27 compared to 3.35 for the
men. The existence of a r.:lationship between the amount of course
work a student carries and his or her propensity to use the pass/not
pass grading option is cuiearly and directly exhibited later under
an examination of the qual.ty of the student's performance in Sec-
tion IV. The empirical information given there cannot be used to
determine whether the popularity of the pass/not pass option with
some students influences them to carry more course work or whether

students who find it necessary or desirable to carry a higher than
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Table 6

AVERAGE COURSE LOAD

Average Number of Courses Taken Per Quarter

Term by All Undergraduste Students at Berkeley in
the Fall Quarters of 1968, 1970 and 1971

Selected AVERAGE CCURSE LOAD
Characteristics . Three Term
Fall 1968 | Fall 1970 | Fall 1971 Average

Matriculation Status:

New 3.23 3.20 3.2h 3.22

Returning 3.1k 3.20 3.24 3.19

Continuing 2.3k 3.34 3.4 3.36
Class Standing

Freshman 3.22 3.20 3.24 3.22

Sophomore 3.3h 3.36 3.40 3.37

Junior 3.33 3.35 3.37 3.35

Senior 3.33 3.29 3.39 3.3k
Men and Women:

Men 3.35 3.32 3.39 3.35

Women 3.25 3.26 3.30 3.27
TOTAL, Undergraduates 3.31 3.30 3.35 3.32
Number of Students 17,539 17,995 15,828 17,121




sverage course load are delighted to use the pass/not pass option

whenever they can, in order to make their burden less onerous.

While the evidence from Tables 4 and 5 shows that the pro-
portion of undergraduate students who use pass/not pass grading hes
not grown over the years, other evidence shows that with the change
in rules in 1970 (see page 18), students who do make use of the
option used it more per quarter; that is, once students were allowed
to take more than one course per guarter on a pass/not pass basis,
the average number of such courses has grown (see Chart A). This
division among the undergraduates concerning their preference for
using or not using the option appéars throughout this report. There
is considerable evidence that, for a variety of reasons, some stu-
dents are very pleased to have use of the option and others either.
dislike it or feel they cannot use it without harming their future

academic plans.

One neasure of interest which has been estimated, but has
not been examined directly, so far, is the proportion of total
course enrollments which are graded on pass/not pass basis. Althoug