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THE EFFECT OF TRADITIONAL VERSUS
NON-TRADITIONAL GRADING POLICY ON
MINORITY SOCIAL WORK STUDENTS

tn ‘December of 1974, the 0ffice of Acadenfic Affairs of the Florida

State Board of Regents' staff produced a position paper entitled, GRADE
The various themes

-TRENDS IN THE STATE UNIVERSITY SYSTEM.OF FLOR1YDA.
in this paper.demonstrated that the body which formulates educational

policy for the state of Florida was extremely concerned about rising

grades throughout the state. Although the Regents' staff actually did

e a position on grading trends, they did conclude that the trend

n
, towdrd higher grades would.continue unless universities recognize this

t

—

trend as educationally unsound. Further; staff then fecommended that:
(1) ‘Each university monitor and publ ish gradqhtrénds and (2) each

;

university.establish a forum to review and assess the total evaluative

process.
In order to demonstrate the vaiidlty of concern, the Regents' staff

presented the following data:
(1) 1In seven<state universities over a four year peridd'the percentage [

a

of students receiving a ''C'' grade dropped markedly while the combined per-
- L ¢ o

centage of '"A'' and ''B" grades increased.
)

(2) ‘Some members of Arts and Science faculty contend that Business Admin-
istration and Education-faculties are "soft graders.'" The data collected

indicate that the shift toward higher grades was least pronounced in Business
In education, relatively high grades

Administration and not in Arts and Science.
were given In 1969 and even higher grades were recorded in 1973.

Employefs and faculty have complained that many graduates have

' (3)

poor writing skills. (There is .an inference at this point in the paper that

/

I

'

/

i

"social promotions' given in éleméntary grades and high schools are
i

cofitinuing in universities).

»
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. - f . (4) The concept of.no- fallure, the open universuty, no final exams,

credit for pr‘;ects outsnde class, are viewed mth alarm by many educators

who ;ee the BA degree as being watered down.
. : < ~ N
_ b . “(5) There is no evndence that the ability level of Florida students - -

entering the unlverslty system is rising.. . ' . .

-

V.

- | (6) A large number. of "average' students are being admitted into "

- graduate school (The writers“are unclear as to how this is inflating grades).

- * . 4

(7) causes of a trend toward higher grades may be

v

(a) waiver of final exam, take home exams, etc. -

rd

) o (b) tendency to conslder "A'" as a proper evaluation of a student

who meets course requirements,

» o8 (c) the Pass-no pass, system.
o (d) no fail pollcle;. ¢ ‘ )
. (e) lack of grading policies on part of faculty and administrators.

(8) Traditiona} and innovative .grading systems are causing conflict
In the academic area. (Regents Staff, l97h).

It Is interesting to, note that while the lIssues ralsed are important in -

-

educational ﬂollcy greas, not once did the paper address Itself to elther

the philosophlcal. or-pragmatic value of grades, nor did it address Itself

to grades as a measure‘of learning (except in area three which will be dealt
with In a later section). AlthOUgh.the regents staff developed an interestlng
and informative document on grade trends and possible causes for hlgh grades,
it seems that rather than using this positlon paper to induce Instltutlons'

to reproduce grade trends and review the evaluation process, It would seem

that there are greater Issues at stake than simply a trend toward rising’

, grades. . g o ' .
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- using performance based or non- traditional grading. “?j W o

'pollcy may be adve/gely affecting the Regent's affirmatlve action pollcy. ~h;?~w

?performshwithjn society and grades give us some Indlcatlonvof hpw welf a

-
£
i

i . . : Ty 9(--

. The purpose of this article is to deal with the following issqes~as they. &
. C o . _4"' ’ "A ‘-_:_" : o e
relate to educational grading poticy: ° A e ‘pﬁ\:,u» -

- .

- (1) To examine the use and misuse of grades iﬂ%ﬁducation -
L
(2) To explore the use of performance based grading versus tradltional
. ?’.' v)' :
grading and compare lnstLtutIons uslng tradltional grading versus thode ffg
3 'l' . 3 w
f )
(3) To present an arQUment that normative and traditional grad1ng

‘e PR

Educational lIssues in the-Use and Misuse of Grades

in response to tﬁe open- ended ‘question asked by the- erters of facqity s

* * & o,

and students,in the department "What are grades.fof?” both faculty and

«

students thought that we are graded because we live in a ”graded” socletyn N

They contended that there must be some measure of how well a person

- N K

pé&son will do in society. They contended that grades teach us to achieve
2

and ''play the game.' On the other hand, there was considerable concern - g

by a minority of faculty and students that the_games' we learn to play
through grades may be negative as well as positive. _ -
) ¥
As was stated In number three of the Regents' staff pos}tlon paper, .

-

mentioned prevlously, there was concern on the. part of faculty that l‘paasy
grades' will produce less well educated people in the business or the_”real“ T
world. Although this view may well be valid, the writers could flndfno '

1 o

evidence of higher grades decreasing production within society. f

Murray Milner in IIIUsIon of Equality (1972) cqntends that Socld—Economlc

| Status (SES) Is the major'féctor which helps-‘people achieve success (hlgh

grades) in college, In;graduate school, and achievement after graduation.

Other studies have been done I this area concluding that in business

and prlvate'professlonswfhat asldp from the top ten percent of highest

¢

4
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It Fallows that grades mﬁst %e

:;’.~carefully examined so that fhey‘may‘haVe~a posltlye aFfeo#:oh all stuﬂéhts.
h N MAre academic staﬂdards qbsolete?“ ﬁﬁa%han Glazer congeno§ thas

Instltutlons, untll a few years ago, dlatrlbuted orades on ablll&y alone ?f
;: but, those wlth most ablllty came ﬁrom’hlgh SES famlll;s._ Thus gradlng

.by ability alone may be dlscrlmlnatory*toWard:mlnorltles. Moreover,

measur ing achféyement by grades may perpetuate negathe'practlces within

the larger soclety (e g. dlshonesty) There Is also a good possibility
that academic achlevement has almost nothing.to do with social functlonlng,

Glazer found serious pragmatic phllosophlcal and ethicat questlons regardlng

-
/

the validity of our current practlce of grading by achievement.
In order to note some of thesﬁactors Involved in the total gradlng Issue, \\\\m ,

Goltermann has developed a model which examines' the areas needing to be
researched by those lnvolved Ln educational policy.

~
-

ERIC - 8

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




uv;f Educatiopal Policy Hactors Envlronéental Factors

.

s
?7¢urrent Educational pplicies whether

o B
5’/ 7l Ay
AR BT

‘gtated or not stated affect the perpe-

Does socio-economic status, class,

race, and cultural differentiation '
. . »

i affect "Grade by Achievement?'

\;UGwhde by Achievement?'' Which educa-

| s
Mﬁﬂw‘ ;~tional policies are negatively or
i V;‘] ("', N B +* VA' E - .

‘ Mf;/ﬁ posﬁtlvely influencing the other areas? =k -

;;Jf"@?:f“/‘ . A _ ! N 1\ ’ . .
G| o o o
; o ¢ Consumer Factor | Societal factofs
“1 bo graduate schools,/ employers, pro- Is "Grade by Achievement' a ngcessrt;
o fesslonals, employ tudents strictly with a tethnological soclety? Does
= on Fhe basis of '"Grade by Achlevewent?" grade by achievement increase socletal

Would alternativg grading systems affect welfare? Are there alternatives-grading

this area? /, . systems which may increase soclety
' . /’ welfare? .
» I . . -
/ Learning Theory Factors -

Would increased application of-learning
theory increase individual and societal oppor-
tunity in Areas 2, 3, 47 |Is area 1, post}vely

or negatively affecting implementation of .

learping theory?
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Bf looking at the model and reviewing the preteding literature,
one may make certain‘a55umptlons about grading by achievement:

(l)‘ That all parts of the model are inter-related and a.chapge in

one part will cause movement In the other parts. CBMovement in several
areas, may be causnng considerable educational concern. .

(2) That socloeconomie/status has more influence upon the “success“
of students than grades. Bhat grading may be “aames” both teacher and

student play. - //

\

(3) That there I§/conslderable questlon as to whether we should

maintain tradntiona/,means to measure achievement due to the posslbillty

P

that tradltionallgradlng may be latently discriminatory.

(4) - That grades may. be d;ed'therapeutically as a positive or
negative reinforcement. '

It is the writers' position that rlslng‘grade trends may be healthy

both for individual students, Instltutlons and society.. Higher grades may

. L4 -
take the pressure from an Individual -student who, because of various

D , ’ . .
Internal and external pressures feels. that he has to'achieve high grades.

A
-

If thls person can achieve a “B”,average which, fn reallty I's average,

-

the person may fdpl ‘less preSSure and stress and theréfore be more

psychologlically stable and less 1ikely to use devlant means to get high

grades, Thus rising grade trends may be therapeutic In the sense that

-

they prevent stress and’nosslble mental i1lness and secondly will not -
force students to cheat In order to mike good grades. .

A further beneflt of rislng grade trends may be that Instltutlons

4 -

and society will have to re-evaluate the criterla used to admit students

Into graduate programs or to the world of work.. Certainly the state policy

-

of a”3.0 averagelto be admitted Into gradnate school will elther have to be

- -
-

changed or they will have to develop new criteria for admitting students.

It Is the writers' oplnion that it Is time that pressure be put on graduate

-

’ s’ . ‘v"’f'




z _7_' _' )

schools to deal with more than simply GPA as the pera}y criteria for

admission to graduate programs. Rising GPA's will force graduate schools L

_to do this. The entire world' of work will also benefit in a similar

.
N . .
-

)

manner from rising GPA's.
On the other hand, the writers do not want to get caught in the pro-con

Issues of rising GPA's. The real question that policy-makers should be
asklng Is "to what extent do current grading systems reflect iearnlng?“
Learning, not grade poln;.average,vls the Issue needed to Be &ea!t with
If one is to have a credible educational instltd??on. At the risk of

stating the obvious, an 'F' does not necessarily reflect non-learning,

PR

.. _ e
nor doeg/SH "A'" reflect learning. Institutions need to develop teaching

and grading modalities which will give the opportunity to all students,
not” just the ones from more advantaged babkgrounds.‘ Current methods may
' . LT

be meeting more of the teacher's needs rather than those of the student.

-

Further, current grading methods may be perpetuating inequality and the

status quo. It Is the writers' conclusion that state education policy

makers should direct research into the areas of ways and means to increase

-

and- measure learning among the entire student population. 4¢fl .

Non-Traditional Grading Systems

Non-traditional grading systems primarily take two forms; the pass-fail

form, or the performance based form. Many of these programs are developed
within a department oﬁfsthool of the university rather than being policy

statements of the total university.

4

A. Pass-Fall ~ ’ ';-‘\\

1. The School of Social Work at The University of Minnesota is

now consldering a pass-fail system (1972). The policy has not been

‘solldIfied yet because It was the conclusion of the committee that

more regearch needs to be doné on student learning outcomesibefore

a

’ N
! qQ oI
L~ [} -
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a rational decision can be made.
2. The School of Social Service Administration at Arizona State

Unlveréliy }mplqmented a Credit No-Credit policy which incorporates

a criteria-based grading system as noted below.

- GSSSA s ‘a graduate school offering preparation for the
.profession of social work. The educational opportunmities
provided enable students to attalin competence appropriate to
an entry level of fully professional practice. Mastery of a
*> ' . set” of basic concepts and core knowledge is essential before

‘ the MSW degree is granted, and the purpose of the gradi
system Is to signify whether or not the_level of mastery has
been reached. . \k&”“w

It Is the policy of this School‘that the grade entered on
a student's officlal record indicates whether or not the student's
performance '‘meets the standard of mastery for that course.
There are many things that a grade cannot appropriately measure‘
effort, cooperativeness, quantity of output, personal or pro-
fessional growth, sincerity, motivation, personal integrity.
While these are all important aspects of. learnifig which should
be appropriately evaluated by instructors, their evaluation
should be used to ald in the educational process and be kept
distinct from evaluations of the product of that process, which
- is repredtnted by the semester grade.

While Instructors are free to follow thelr own procedures
. In arriving at semester grades, It Is necessary\that evaluative
criterla and gradlng protedures be consonant with this policy .
and be clearly .explicated. Each lnstructor will he responslble
for formulating course objectives and expectations; and for
presenting the criteria for mastery to students. N

B. Criteria Based Grading

3 1. The University of Alabama's '"New College' Is a non-traditional =

university without rolls concept in which they use contracting for

grades. |t cannot be positively stated from the catalog that the : \
" New College, even though it uses a contract to determine grades, employs .
the use of criteria based grading. ' '

2. As was stated In Section A, the school of Sacial Service
Administration uses criteria based radlng (See policy Section A2).
3. The Cronicle of Higher €ducation (March, 1975) has listed

Several schools using: : , v

Ric- [+ c 10
PG i
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Bowling Green State Unlversity; which has already adopted " '%
a ''competency-oriented curriculum'' for undergraduates, plans
to certify "an individual's general educatibn requirements
in terms of competency- based criteria."

A

. The university has organlzed two agencles:™~»a division
‘of general stud?es and a center for competency-based under-
graduate education - that will seek to ""define.the general °
Life skills needed by an individual..." and to "formulate
set of curricular options that would constltute alternative

- dliscrete tracks for fulfilling general education reqélrements.”

*

: Brlgham Young University also is developlng a competency-
based program. The university will creaté a general education
council that will develop alternatlve means of evaluating student
accomplishment. :

All students entering the unlversity after January, 1976,
will complete '"evaluations' rather than enroll in courses.
Credit will be‘awarded as students complete various evaluatlons.\

Governors State Unlverslty in lllipols, an upper-dlvlslon
institution for commuting students, plans to develop a competency-
based program of liberal education for older students who-see
college primarily as a means of ‘enhancing theIr careers.

.,

} The college plans to revise Ifs seléction of faculty mémbers
_.and develop new programs to train faculty members and assess
their, performance. e -

Mendocino College, a publlc two year Instltutlon In Californja, -
plans to develop a year-long, problem oriented program for
enteririg freshmen. The program has identified 17 "knowledge''
goals and 22 '"'skills and abilities'" goals that the freshmen should
gain. ’

. - : PRI

h. Probably the most well known_practltloher of criteria. based

grading is done at Alverno College in Wisconsin. Alverno's policies.
‘and Issues were stated in the Cronicle of Higher Education. (February,_

1975) .

To be graduated by Alverno.College, a student needs
neither grades nor credit hours. Rather, she must amass o
4o "competence~level units' that, the college says, will’
indicate how well she can perform the tasks of which evety -
educated person should ‘be capable. The student does not
recejve grades nor does he ‘get credlt for work: completed._
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Thére exlsf many programs throughout the Unltedlsiates.whibhcﬂbve
adopted, at least In party criteria based grading Systehs.: Obviously
- these adoptions came about for a reason. It Is.well known that Institutions

are resistént to change. It Is also well known that individuals tend to- ~ .

be resistent to change, Why then did these institutions implement the use

- ' of criteria based -grading? "To answer fully would take another ma jor paper. .

Instead, the writers will give a short outline as_to why criteria based ~

grading may. be appropriate.for student leérnlng as a comp lement to. grades.

H. Critéria Based Grading versus Norm Based Grgdﬁng

. . Untll*qulte’re;ént?ﬁ\there'has been little integration of the disciplines |

‘ ) of Péychoiogy dand Education. There has been little use of applied theories of

13

learning It the classroom. It Is thMelief of the writers that educators
, .

“and p§ychologls}s can learn much from each other. There Is a great deal of
reslsteggé on the’part of educators to implement theories of learning,

pa;tlcularl% stated behavioral objectives, because edugators belleve they
. . 4 M . .
® would product tethnicians rather than educated people. Most educators

“use "Intuitive' means to educate students. A problem with using intuition

)

" ¥ to teach and grade students is that we may Inadvertantly reinforce negative
& J ) :

learning among students.
<. < Mithout gding into great getall,.ﬁn overview will be developed of .

. arguments for the ﬁse of criteria based grading (CBG) rather than norm based

[4

grading (NBG).

©

"Mastery learning (CBG).I&,bogh a philosophy about schoollhg and an
aSsoclated set of lnstruct;onal strageties whereby the phllosophy;can be
implemented in the classroom.’ fhls philosophy asserts that‘UGder'appnoprlate
conditions all students can and will legqp well most .of what they are

taught." (Block, 1973)

The use of CBG is in direct conflict wizth the use of,NBG._ The use of NBG

" ) i2 o v
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‘eptails that the teacher assumes a certain percent of students ‘will achieve .

'achieve F Obvnously, th|s too is an ~erroneous assumption.

R A L S
1."‘ ;. /

Y
4

’

. ) . .
L] . . : : "

‘A, b..c;lD, F. The‘grades are given in the fogm.of a bell curve wherebyﬁ

""C'* is’average. There are several, serious erroneaus assumptions in the
~ * - N : x . - .

-use of this. form of grading. ’FirStly;'it,is agsumed that all students enter’

the classroom with same preparatfons-as.students.Wholhave,previously taken

e . . . ! : , - . ..
N

Lthe course. In fact_this is an erroneous“assdmption but the assumption still .~

3

‘must be made because-the nature of (NBG) must assume thls because stud%nts

¢ ~

are graded in comparlson to'@%ch other rather than content criterla.

.

°Secondfy, NBG assumes that there will be a W|de dnstrlbutlon‘of learning,

’ @

that s, ina glven course only a few can achleve A, .or only a few will -
v

lnstructors sometnmes play other games wuth students.’ oo

- 2

v

- B. R. BugelskJ (l97l) calls the games the ”educatlonal m|st|que”
. “

. in whuch the professor is the authorlty and the only one who knows whit;fJ/}

5

-the-course is.about. Ihe teachenmplays the game ”guess what | wull ask

z B

_on the exam,” andﬁguess what w1|l be an‘acceptable answer.” The amoUnt .

9\'1‘{:“;‘&:’

of energy expended by the student trylng to l’psyche qut” the professor

could be more profltably spent |n the méeting’ expectations clearly under-

stood by the student and |nstructor.

.41

‘\Learning cdn -be deflned as a relatlvely permanent”change'ln behavior

that is a result of practlce (Flynn, 1973) B. F. Sk:nner (1968) notes we -’

R}

(1) learn by dolng, (2) we learn from experience, “and’ (3) we learn by

“trial and error. Theﬁfurst learnlng by- doing, empha5|zes the response.

i i

" THe §econd learnlng from e peruence, emphasuzes the occaston upon whlch

the response;pccurs;_aﬁd“. LT
is on the consequences. Skunner sees teachung as arranging or managing the

gz .
-

"relations between ”donng” behavlor on ‘the one hand and the consequences of

that behavior on the other. Thus the general obJectlve of instruction would

seem to- be to teach the student to perform in some s|tuation An instructional
=
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technology would emphasize performance. ‘This is the important contribution of

behavioralfohjectives; they ‘specify responsés. Because responses are important
" : - c ' ' , '
the studént should respond in such a way that the instructor can observe and

. Ly '
. assess whether or .not he had learned “the specified behavior. This is the

Y , - .
i N )

i

o -

" purpose of testing and evaluation (Flynn, 1973).

Dy"‘ . oy,

111, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS °
Stated policy is a manifestation of our values. But two types of
policy exist. - The first type is pOllCY which is written and covert.

The second type is “policy” developed by tradition. Both tyoes exist

in grading pﬁocedures and issues dealt with in this paper. - We;.the world
of academia, hiéhly value’ academic freedom, justice, and equality of

-

opportunityféiThese values are reflected in manifest institutional policy.

. : : -
believe that every committed'academlclan should strive to adhere

o i

to these pOllClQ§%ka problem arlses, however, when there is a, conflict

The writers

between the value of academic freedom versus the values of justice and
equality of opportunity Certalnly no instructor is purposely unjust or
dlscrlminatory in ‘terms of equality of opportunity. But in the majority of d
‘cases on many campuses across the country, traditional grading policy, a
xmanifestatlon of academic treedom, may be latently discrimlnatory*and/or‘
decrease equality of opportunity. Thus,whe have a sktuation in which an_ .
appropriate value, academic freedom, may advérsely affect other values,
justice and equalnty of opportunity - ?he arguments %hat this is
occurnng are g|ven in the body of this paper. We hayve found that'
‘\§eclo-economlc status has more to do with higher grades and achlevement
: tban any other factor. Thaﬁ normative grading may be used as a tool to
screen out the "poor" students. Thus, conflicts exist hetween academic

freedom policy and afflrmatlve action policy. - We have seenythat if one

comes from a high SES background, he is likely to receive higher grades.

' 14
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’

‘This causes p;%blemslwith the value of justice. We have seen that some -
instructors play'games with students making .them ''guess' the objectives

of the course, test questions, ‘etc. This ‘practice alsogmay be to- some

degree affected by . the value of justICe.

“ -

: . - .
based grad\ng over normative grading. he purpose is to argue for

. . . Y : .
a philosophy of education which contends that institutions must strive

‘

The p rp e of this paper is not,t:/jfgue for the use of criteria

fokvmére effective means to teach students, to Increase opportunity

for students when they enter‘ghe larger society, and to d&crease psycho- ..
logical' stress*when learning can take plece without ft. Emphagis should

not be on grades, for we have seen that rising grade trends may actually

bé‘beneficial We must strive for well educated’ cltlzens, and we must
also struve to close the gap between the type of education a high income -
person receives and the type the low income person recelves. We m st

build into our grading systems every possublezmeans to be jﬂft tgward )

T

,all students. . It is ‘therefore recommended:
(1) That instructors be given the oppdrtunity to learn alternative

means to measure student achievement using theories of learning as a base.’

o

This seems important as a type of inservice tralnlng project whlch could .

1

be given by professors of education to professors in other disciplines. ‘ ‘
(2) That the Unlverslty~System take steps to begin experimental
programs in education using other state programs as a model. ThlS would

~

give students the freedom to choose the type of learning which best suits

him.” Thus, if a student’feels more comfortable with criteria based learning

rather than normative grading, said studént will have the choice.
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(3) There needs to be a great. deal of self~evaluation by policy .

makers in institutions as to what learning experiences the students
]
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will have. Again, beCéhseApolicy is a reffection\
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institutional valuesk\\IBF values of the individual

instilled iggthe student who will in turn become a dete ining factor in
the values which are cherished in our society.
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A great number of words havé been used to develop argument "which may
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1r be obvious to some members of théaéfademgc communi ty, Although. the issues.
. . P : -«“m— N ~/ ) .
- may be clear, the problems remain. It 'is time we In higher education .
t .
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begin to deal with our positiqns of educational policy and how policy

may be decreasfng the general welfare of students and state. .
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