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remained unchanged.
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GRADE DISTRIBUTIONS FOR ASSESSMENT 2

Using Grade Distributions for Assessment of a Child and Family Science Program

Outcomes assessment in higher education is a fairly recent innovation, one that is about both
accountability to outsiders and promoting reflective practice within academic programs (Ewell &
Cumming, 2017). Programs generally self-assess by using objective measures of student learning
(Kinzie, 2019), but other aspects of a program may be used to inform the assessment of its
effectiveness. In the current study, analysis of objective measures of learning, subjective measures of
perception, and grade distributions were used to first identify a problem with grade inflation in
courses in a Child and Family Science program and then to evaluate the result of an intervention
designed to address the problem.

Grading in College Classes

The A-F system of letter grades has been in place in U.S. colleges as far back as the 1880s. It
appears to have replaced a numeric grading scale (0 to 100) because of concerns about the reliability
of such a fine-grained scale (Schinske & Tanner, 2014; Brookhart et al., 2016).

Schools first used grades to communicate with other schools about the adequacy of a
student’s work (Schinske & Tanner, 2014). Those grading systems needed to be reliable and
somewhat comparable between institutions (Smallwood, 1935). This function of identifying the
quality of performance to a third party remains a primary purpose of grading (Schinske & Tanner,
2014). For example, grades are used to facilitate the sequencing of college classes by using the grade
from a prerequisite class to indicate readiness for a more advanced class. In addition, grades are used
by graduate schools to consider prospective students and by employers to judge the credentials of job
applicants (Johnson, 2003; Milton, Pollio, & Eison, 1986).

Grades do not appear to be an effective form of feedback if the goal is to help students
improve their performance; descriptive feedback can improve performance in the rare circumstance
that students read it and consider it, but evaluation of work, either written or in the form of a grade,
does not (Schinkske & Tanner, 2014). Neither do grades motivate most students to work harder for
good grades, although they may stimulate some fear-based efforts to avoid bad grades (Schinske &
Tanner, 2014; Chamberlin, Yasue, & Chiang, 2018). Therefore, the utility of grading practices for
pedagogy is not considered in this analysis. Instead, grades are considered here to be indicators of
academic performance for third parties (educators and employers).

Grading Philosophies

There are two basic approaches to the assignment of grades for academic coursework:
norm-referenced and criterion-referenced. Norm-referenced grading (Finkelstein, 1913) requires that
grades be distributed by a normal bell curve or by predetermined quotas. It is sometimes called
grading “on a curve” for this reason. With a norm-referenced grading system, grades are determined
by how students compare to their classmates, independent of their mastery of course content.
Presumably, this standardizes grading such that when students compete for entry to graduate school
or a job, their grades are a reasonable basis for comparing one to the other. It also helps mitigate the
effects of poor-quality grading tools by normalizing outcomes to overcome some types of
measurement bias.

Norm-referenced grading is problematic for many reasons, not the least of which is that it
creates competitiveness rather than cooperativeness among classmates, thereby actively impeding
learning (Dubey & Geanakoplos, 2010). It is also associated with a belief in meritocracy and ability
as something fixed and immutable (Terwilliger, 1993). The conception of academic ability as a fixed
trait is now largely rejected by those who study learning (e.g., Dweck, 2007). These beliefs
associated with norm-referenced grading can lead to an exclusion from the academy of those who
have been traditionally disenfranchised (Terwilliger, 1993). Due to the distribution of grades over the
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bell curve, norm-referenced grading in college classes is associated with higher numbers of low
grades (Geisinger & Rabinowitz, 1980).

The primary alternative is criterion-referenced grading (Glaser & Klaus, 1962), whereby
learning goals and grading standards are explicitly delineated in advance. Students are graded
according to their mastery of knowledge and skills that are identified as objectives of the course. By
this system, all students can earn an A if they all demonstrate mastery of the learning objectives
identified for the course. It is equally true, however, that no students might earn an A if none
demonstrate excellent mastery of the content. The National Grading Survey (Milton, Pollio, & Eison,
1986) found that most students, professors, parents of students, and employers prefer the
criterion-referenced system for the assignment of grades.

Some versions of criterion-referenced grading demand that learning objectives are the only
criterion on which grades should be assigned (Brookhart, 2016). However, research on grading
reveals that this is rarely the case in practice; instructors generally use both cognitive performance
and effort/participation to assign grades (Brookhart, 2016). Either way, a class can have a high or a
low percentage of As with this grading system, depending on the performance of the students in the
class.

Criterion-referenced grading is sometimes (but not always) accompanied by a mastery model,
whereby students are allowed multiple attempts to achieve mastery of the learning objectives (Block,
1971). With a mastery model, all students might achieve an A grade if they are adequately supported
in their efforts to learn, and they all put in adequate effort. The rationale that a mastery model
necessarily produces all A grades has been criticized because “mastery” may or may not mean
“excellence” (Block, 1971). It might be more reasonable to believe that, with multiple attempts, all
students may achieve a basic level of competence rather than to believe that all students may achieve
excellence. If so, grades A, B, and C can still reflect different levels of mastery even when there are
no failing grades as a result of using the mastery model (Ebel, 1974).

There is considerable variability in grading practices in educational settings (Geisinger &
Rabinowitz, 1980; Brookhart et al., 2016). Practically speaking, grading typically reflects some
combination of norm-referenced and criterion-referenced standards (Lok, McNaught, & Young,
2016).

Grade Inflation in College Classes

A classic definition of grade inflation is a “grade rise without increased achievement” (Bejar
& Blew, 1981). By this definition, there is strong evidence that grade inflation has been occurring in
U.S. colleges and universities since the late 1960s. While college faculty claim that they regard C as
an average grade, B as above average, and A as exceptional (Johnson, 2003), grades given in college
classes seem to imply that virtually all students are above average. A review of grades awarded in
college classrooms based on data from more than 9 million students attending over 1500 accredited
colleges and universities found that the number of As awarded grew dramatically in the 1960s and
again, but more gradually, in the 1990s (Astin, 1998). Grades have continued to go up since then in
U.S. colleges and universities (Rojstaczer, 2016). A historical analysis of data from the College
Board concluded that grade inflation could not be accounted for by student demographics, patterns of
course-taking, or anything other than the year they entered college, suggesting that grading leniency
is the best explanation for better grades (Kostal, Kuncel, & Sackett, 2016).

A comprehensive historical review of grade distributions in U.S. universities (Rojstaczer &
Healy, 2012) revealed that only 15% of grades were As in 1940, but by 2008, 45% of grades were
As. Furthermore, the percentage of failing grades (Ds and Fs) has remained fairly constant over
time, but the number of Cs has dramatically declined as Cs have become Bs, and Bs have become
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As (Rojstaczer & Healy, 2012). It appears, therefore, that there is a compression of grades at the
high end of the scale.

There are changes in the habits of students that would suggest that it is unlikely that they are
becoming more homogeneously excellent. An analysis of time use data from 1961 to 2004 indicates
that full-time college students spend far less time in educational pursuits (in class and studying)
than they used to: 40 hours per week in 1961, compared to 27 hours per week in 2004 (Babcock &
Marks, 2010). This drop in study hours happens whether or not students are employed outside of
school (Babcock & Marks, 2010). By 2016, the number had dropped further to 19 hours per week
(Reim, Amselem, & Hall, 2016). Therefore, it is hard to imagine how their learning could be so
drastically improved over the years to justify the increasing number of them earning above average
grades in their classes.

This inflation of grades in colleges and universities in the United States has been called a
“crisis in college education” (Johnson, 2003). Grade inflation is likely to produce a fundamental
inequity in that students’ career prospects are determined partly by the degree of grade inflation
present in their discipline and the particular sections of classes they enroll in rather than by their
mastery of course content. Furthermore, as students use grading rigor as a basis for choosing classes
where choice is possible, instructors who demand rigor see lower enrollments and poorer student
ratings. These outcomes have consequences for faculty members’ career prospects and therefore
serve to force faculty to abandon rigorous teaching, which brings down the level of education for
students and the level of scholarship in the academy overall (Johnson, 2003).

Rojstaczer and Healy (2012) assert that student grades are so inflated that they have become
meaningless as tools by which employers and graduate schools can evaluate students. If grades only
serve the purpose of signaling to students which classes are the easiest ones and nothing else, then
they are worse than useless (Johnson, 2003; Rojstaczer & Healy, 2012).

Perhaps the most compelling argument against grade inflation is that it produces students
who are ill-prepared for their next challenge, be it a higher level course or application of the
knowledge in a job setting. One analysis of students who took a prerequisite algebra class at a
community college versus a four-year university found that the community college students had
higher grades in the algebra class but subsequently performed worse in the next level math class
(Friedl, Pittenger, & Sherman, 2012) thus setting them up for an inevitable failure. When grades are
high but do not reflect knowledge or skills, graduate programs, and employers cannot determine
which candidates are better prepared. As a result, students and graduates are put into positions for
which they are fundamentally unprepared, which in turn damages the reputation of the academic
program and the discipline responsible for training them.

Implications of Grade Inflation in Family Science

In higher education, in general, instructors tend to rely on process variables (such as effort) to
assign grades (Lipnevich et al., 2020; Zinn et al., 2011). Qualitative research with college professors
has identified a troubling trend: professors believe that grade inflation is a problem, but they do not
believe that it exists in their own classes or department. In fact, they estimate themselves to be
“tough” graders and seem not to be aware that their own grade distributions appear quite inflated
(McCabe & Powell, 2004). Scholars have identified grade inflation in social work, a field related to
family science, in part by comparing students’ earned grades in social work classes to the same
students’ earned grades in other coursework (Miller, 2014).

We have no record of published empirical investigations of grading practices in family
science programs. However, it is reasonable to assume that this pattern applies within our discipline.
Grade inflation in family science programs may be especially likely because faculty in family
science programs are acutely aware of equity, social justice, and systemic disenfranchisement of
vulnerable populations, as this is a focus of research within the Family Science discipline (e.g.,
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Blaisure, 2003; Letiecq, 2019).

Therefore, faculty in family science programs may be inclined to be compassionate and
supportive, even to the point of exhaustion from the amount of emotion-work we do with our
students (Mahoney et al., 2011). Even while the faculty may be inclined toward grade inflation as a
result of a deep commitment to social justice, grade inflation is especially problematic for a
discipline such as family science. Hamon and Smith (2014) argue that family science is at a
historical moment that requires self-evaluation and innovation to develop the identity of our
discipline. Perhaps due to the lack of a common nomenclature to describe our discipline, academic
family scientists have the sense that our discipline is not widely recognized as an academic discipline
(Hamon & Smith, 2014). Teaching classes that are known for the “easy A” may not help our
reputation within the academy or outside of it. If students, and then our academic colleagues and
administrators, and then our community partners see our discipline as trivial or expendable, then we
may be less able to do our important work.

Furthermore, what starts as sensitivity and kindness to students can actually result in a
disservice to them and potentially the community. When grades are inflated in lower-level academic
coursework, there may be students who go into upper division coursework unprepared and unable to
succeed. Upon graduation, some of those students may then enter into jobs for which they are
fundamentally unprepared. These are jobs that provide service to and advocacy for the most
vulnerable members of our society (Walker & Blankemeyer, 2013). Sending unprepared students to
these jobs is a disservice to the students and a disservice to the children, families, and communities
that they serve. Thus, the purpose of this study was to explore the impact of a department-level
intervention on both the amount of grade inflation and the academic preparedness of students in a
Child and Family Science undergraduate program.

Suspicion of Grade Inflation in My Program

In 2010, I was unaware of the national trends concerning grade inflation. I had not carefully
considered my grading practices, much less those of the family science discipline as a whole. I was a
newly tenured faculty member in the Child and Family Science Department at a campus of
California State University. We had approximately 350 majors, which was more than we could
accommodate. At the time, we had six full-time and five part-time faculty members.

My newly tenured status meant that I assumed new responsibilities with regard to the
curriculum, and I assumed the role of assessment coordinator for my department. Recently released
from the bubble of the tenure track, I discovered our problem of impaction (having more enrolled
students than can be accommodated in available classes) was worsened by high fail rates in select
upper-division classes. In the spirit of program assessment, I set out to find out why so many of our
students were not succeeding in core major classes. These students typically had strong GPAs, 3.0 or
better, and had performed well in our lower-division classes.

The department implemented a comprehensive exam requirement to measure the
foundational knowledge of our graduating seniors to identify the knowledge gaps in the hope that we
could fill the holes. All faculty in the program collectively created the exam, which is described more
fully below in the methods section. Comprehensive exam scores were abysmal. The first year we
required the exam, in 2011, the average score was 59%; only 14% of our graduating seniors that year
earned a passing grade on the exam. The high grades earned in lower-division classes (in many
classes, 70-95% of students earned A grades) simply did not reflect students’ level of mastery of that
content. We wondered how the students earned those high grades when they clearly had not learned
the content of the courses.

A review of syllabi revealed that many lower-division introductory courses were padded with
attendance points and personal reflection activities that did not require any demonstration of mastery
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of content. In the most egregious cases, syllabi revealed that students could pass classes by showing
up even if they failed every single objective measure of knowledge because attendance and
participation points alone were enough to produce a passing grade in the class. It became obvious
that students could not succeed in upper-division coursework because they lacked foundational
knowledge on which that advanced coursework was based. Because almost every student had earned
As in those classes, we could not identify which students might need remedial help or which did not.

In the spirit of program assessment, we investigated. Then we intervened. Years later, we
replicated the original investigation to determine if there had been any improvement since our
intervention.

Methods

At both the initial investigation in 2011 and the follow-up in 2018, the research was verified
as a minimal risk by the university’s institutional review board, and I obtained informed consent
from both instructors and students who participated. The intervention was a change in department
policy; only the evaluation of this intervention involved scientific study. Therefore, we did not seek
informed consent from instructors to participate in the new policy.

Measures

Archival records (the university’s record system, PeopleSoft) were used to identify grade
distributions for all Child and Family Science (CFS) classes. There is no institutional grading policy,
but most CFS classes use a scale whereby 90-100% = A, 80-89% = B, etc. Institutional data included
the course level (introductory, core major, or capstone), the rank of the instructor (tenure-track or
part-time), class size, and the number of students to whom each grade was assigned at the end of the
semester.

Short student surveys were created for the purpose of this research. Questions included
self-report of their interest in the subject matter of the class, their typical study time for the class,
how many classes they missed during the semester, how much of the reading they did at the time it
was due, the perceived difficulty of the class, and whether their grade was an accurate reflection of
their effort or learning. These questions were asked to identify potential explanations for high-class
grades other than grade leniency.

Degree of interest in the subject matter is sometimes associated with better performance
(Harackiewicz et al., 2016). Study time, reading, and attendance are measures of engagement, also
associated with better grades (Bakker, Sanz Vergel, & Kuntze, 2015). Students were presumably not
accurate reporters of their behaviors, so while their time-reporting was not considered to be
objective, self-report was the only practical means by which to collect information like this about
behaviors that could not be directly observed. We treated these self-reports as a reflection of the
student’s degree of engagement. We also included questions about the student’s perception of class
difficulty and accuracy of grading because such perceptions are associated with grades earned
(England et al., 2019).

Surveys were administered in the final month of classes by myself and a student assistant. |
scheduled classroom visits in coordination with the instructor. Students completed the surveys on
paper in class during class time. Students did not put their names on the scantron forms, and no
course instructor ever handled the completed forms from their class. Therefore, the surveys were
completely anonymous. Students who were enrolled in more than one class were asked to complete
the short survey for each CFS class they were enrolled in.

A comprehensive exam of foundational knowledge in developmental science and family
science was required of all graduating seniors in this academic program. It is a multiple-choice exam
consisting of items provided by the instructors of all core required classes in the degree program. It
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was constructed by a department committee that solicited test items from faculty teaching core
classes. They asked for items reflecting foundational conceptual knowledge that one would hope a
student would retain after the class had ended. The committee reviewed items submitted and curated
them to produce an exam that faculty believed accurately reflected the core curriculum of the
department. It was approximately 35% developmental science, 35% family science, 15% theory, and
15% research methods. The validity of the exam was determined through convergence with other
indicators of academic achievement, including grades and performance on specific measures in
designated courses. A score of 70% or better was considered passing. Comprehensive exam scores
presented here are not tied to specific courses or students. They are offered as general indicators of
the health of the academic program at two different points in time.

Sample

The unit of analysis was the class. The department offered 25 classes in the spring of 2011
with the CFS (Child and Family Science) prefix. I administered student surveys in 76% of those
classes, with an average number of 31 surveys per class. This represented an 81% response rate for
students in the participating classes in 2011. One instructor who did not participate later explained
that she had simply forgotten to respond. A few classes were excluded because their instructor
abruptly left mid-semester, and the classes were finished by part-time instructors who taught the
class for less than a month.

We offered 37 classes in spring 2018 with the CFS prefix. I administered student surveys in
81% of those classes, with an average number of 27 surveys per class. This represented a 76%
response rate for students in the participating classes in 2018. Virtually all instructors who did not
participate reported that they simply forgot to sign the request for informed consent. One instructor,
teaching a class for the first time, did not want to participate because she felt it was not a typical
semester. Descriptive information about participating classes is offered in Table 1.

We aggregated student surveys by class instead of doing student-level analyses. Each class
was assigned a score for each variable (e.g., student interest, attendance, reading frequency, etc.) that
reflected the average student ratings on that item for all students enrolled in that class. We compared
potentially grade-inflated classes (those with more than 45% of students earning an A grade) to those
that were probably not grade-inflated (less than 45% of students earning an A grade) and compared
them by ANOVA to look for explanations other than grade inflation. See details in the Results
section.

Intervention

The results of the 2011 data presented below convinced faculty in the program that our grades
were inflated as a result of grading leniency and that this was detrimental to our program and
students. We were unsure, however, how to solve the problem. To increase the academic rigor of our
program, we looked at high-profile efforts to reduce grade inflation, such as the grade quotas
required by Princeton University (Wofford, 2014). In 2004, Princeton adopted a grading policy that
departments should award no more than 35% of students with a grade of A for coursework. The
policy was later abandoned in 2014, but in 2011 it was still in force, so we considered following the
example of Princeton University.

One problem with the Princeton model of grade quotas, however, was that it was essentially a
norm-referenced system. Norm-referencing would not work for us because we had no way of
knowing what the “correct” percent of A grades would be. It seemed reasonable that it would vary.
Grades might be higher, for instance, in our senior capstone classes, as those students had already
succeeded (passed) in all prior classes in the major, and only the best, most invested students
remained. Grades might be lower, however, in introductory and general education classes. Even if
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there was a different standard for different types of classes, we did not know how we would set that
standard.

We also rejected the inherently competitive model of norm-referenced grading. We prefer a
model of education that democratizes access to education and would celebrate the success of all of
our students. Therefore, we were collectively more comfortable with a criterion-referenced system,
one that is heavily weighted toward objective mastery of content but that might still consider student
effort.

Finally, we were cognizant of protecting our academic freedom. We collectively agreed that
academic freedom includes the right to choose one’s grading practices, and we did not want to
mandate a system that would prohibit any individual instructor from exploring alternative grading
practices.

Still, we were alarmed and worried about the academic health of our program. After much
consideration, we decided not to require any particular grading system. Instead, we enacted a policy
that grade distributions would be monitored and discussed. We created an annual grade distribution
report that was provided to each instructor and also placed into their personnel files for
record-keeping. The report contained the percentage of grades earned in each of the instructor’s
classes for the year and also reminded the faculty member that they should consider whether the
class grades were based on demonstrations of mastery of content.

This decision was made collectively, sealed with a unanimous vote, by the department's
faculty. No faculty have reported feeling that the system is punitive, perhaps because we explicitly
designed it not to be so. Faculty on the tenure track in the California State University system have
probationary plans that determine criteria for retention, tenure, and promotion. Those criteria do not
include characteristics of grade distributions, so the new grade distribution reports were not used for
personnel decisions for tenure-track faculty, despite their placement in the personnel file. Since we
intentionally did not identify acceptable and unacceptable benchmarks for grade distributions, not
even the part-time faculty were subject to personnel decisions based on the grade distribution reports.
We used the reports only as a system for raising awareness of grading standards and identifying
classes that may be grade inflated, which then triggered an investigation of the grading standards and
practices in those classes.

The department chair adopted the practice of reviewing these reports and investigating those
classes that had either a high proportion of A grades or a high DFW rate. This practice is consistent
with university policy requiring department chairs to review grading practices with faculty members
on an annual basis. The chair reviewed the syllabi of courses that had remarkable grade distributions,
with either high A rates or high DFW rates, and then met with their instructors to discuss the review.
Very often, classes in which more than 45% of students earned an A grade included many
assignments that were not graded for mastery of content, such as personal reflections and attendance
points. Faculty were not required to change their grading practices as a result of the investigation, but
most chose to do so after discussion.

These review procedures became standard operating procedures and continue to the present
day. For brand-new instructors, the chair reviews grade distributions after their first semester and sits
down to discuss the results with them. New part-time instructors are typically quite receptive to
guidance about how to maintain rigor in the classroom. As professionals with deep regard for the
importance of the work we are preparing students to do, it is not difficult to convince them that rigor
is essential. Once faculty know that they have the support of the department, they can face the fear of
bad student ratings that they assume will be the result of maintaining high grading standards.

By 2018, we wondered if this policy of raising awareness without imposing strict guidelines
or any disciplinary procedures was successful at producing a sustained change in grade distributions
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in our coursework. Therefore, we replicated the methods used in 2011 to see if there was any change.
We compared the self-report data from students, as well as the grade distributions, from the two
years (2011 and 2018) using ANOVA.

Results

While the course list and descriptions were the same in 2018 as in 2011, the nature of our
program evolved. In 2016, changes were made to the curriculum as a whole, mostly in prerequisites,
to encourage some course sequencing to ensure that only adequately prepared students got into upper
division classes. If the curriculum restructuring worked, then we would have prevented unprepared
students from getting into upper division classes, and therefore we might have expected that grades
in upper division classes would be higher as a result of a selection effect.

Despite the changes to the structure of our curriculum, by 2018, most students were still
subject to the old catalog requirements and unaffected by the changes. We had a slightly bigger
student body (approximately 400 majors compared to 350 in 2011). The high school GPAs of our
students were virtually identical at the two points in time: 3.22 in 2011 and 3.32 in 2018. Cumulative
GPA at the beginning of the term was also virtually identical: 2.91 in 2011 and 2.94 in 2018. On
average, students were enrolled in 13 units both in 2011 and 2018. This suggests that our student
body had not changed in any way that might explain differences in subsequent academic
performance.

The participating classes are described in Table 1. Class sizes remained the same, but we
offered more sections of courses and improved our tenure density.

Table 1
Participating Classes

2011 2018

(n=25) (n=37)

Total number of classes 25 37
Taught by tenure-track faculty 28% 46%
Average class size 38 38
Classes in which surveys were administered 76% 81%
Response rate in participating classes 81% 76%

By 2018, we had experienced a nearly complete turnover of tenure-track faculty as a result of
normally timed retirements; only one from 2011 was still on the faculty. However, there was
continuity in the part-time instructors; all five from 2011 were still teaching for our program in 2018.
In our second round of grade inflation evaluation, we had seven full-time faculty and eight part-time
faculty (compared to six and five in 2011).

Potentially Grade-Inflated Classes

In 2011, more than half of students (54%) in CFS classes earned an A grade. A whopping
83% earned an A or B, considered above-average grades. The data were dichotomized into classes
that were potentially grade inflated (45% or more of students in the class earned an A grade) and
those that were likely not grade inflated (less than 45% of students earned an A grade). The 45%
indicator was chosen because it was the national average of As awarded in college classes at the time
(Rojstaczer & Healy, 2012). In 2011, 14 of 25 classes (56%) met this standard and were considered
potentially grade inflated. The 2011 data did not reveal any differences between the potentially grade
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inflated classes and other others that would suggest any reason other than grade leniency for the high
level of A grades. In 2018, 9 of 37 classes (24%) met the standard and were considered potentially
grade inflated. Again, there were no differences that suggested any reason other than grade leniency.

For simplicity of presentation, the 2011 and 2018 data are combined in Table 2 because the
results were identical in both years. Students in the potentially grade inflated classes were no more
interested, engaged, or generally high-performing than students in other classes. Furthermore, they
were no more likely to do all the reading or devote adequate study time. All of these alternative
explanations for high grades are ruled out.

Table 2
Student Self-Report in Potentially Grade-Inflated Classes
>45% As  <45% As ANOVA
(n=38) (n=23)
Class Size 38 38 F=.00, p=.994
Interest in the class
(1=not at all interested, 2=a little interested, 3=moderately 34 34 F=. 12, p=.731
interested, 4=very interested)
Missed Class 1.9 1.9 F=27, p=606

(1=never, 2=once or twice, 3=occasionally, 4=often)

Reading: Assigned reading completed when

due (1=never, 2=less than half, 3=half, 4=more than 3.5 3.5 F=.08, p=.784
half, 5=all or most)

Study Time: Hours per week studying or

doing homework for this class 2.2 2.5 F=1.70, p=.199
(1=0-1hr, 2=2-3 hrs, 3=4-5 hrs, 4=6-7 hrs, 5=8+ hrs)

Difficulty

(1=lot easier than most, 2=little easier, 3=same, 2.5 3.1 F=8.70, p=.005

4=little harder, 5=lot harder than most)

Grade is accurate reflection of my effort and
learning (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, 3.3 3.0 F=17.84, p<.0001
4=strongly agree)

The only difference between the potentially grade inflated classes and the others is that
students recognize that the grade inflated classes are easier than their other classes, and they think
they deserve the good grades they earn in them. We also explored whether grade distributions varied
according to the type of course or by the rank of the instructor. They did not. Introductory general
education classes had roughly the same rate of A grades as did core major classes and senior
capstone classes. Tenure-track faculty had roughly the same rate of A grades as part-time faculty.

Changes from 2011 to 2018

Grade distributions in CFS classes drastically changed from 2011 to 2018; student
perceptions did not change with them, as depicted in Table 3. The percentage of As earned in CFS
classes reduced from 54% to 34%. The number of Bs and Cs both increased commensurately,
thereby releasing the earlier compression of grades. The number of failing grades increased only
slightly, from 4% to 7%. Using the standard that more than 45% As is probably grade inflated, the
proportion of grade inflated classes in our program declined from 56% down to 24%.
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Table 3
Grade Distributions, Student Perceptions, and Comprehensive Exams 2011-2018

(rzlgg) (igég) ANOVA

Percent A grades 54% 34% F=9.71, p=.003
Percent B grades 29% 41% F=7.05, p=.010
Percent C grades 10% 19% F=7.25, p=.009
DFW rate 4% 7% F=4.05, p=.05
Potentially grade inflated (>45% A) 56% 24% F=7.86, p=.007
Study Time 23 2.5 F=1.86, p=.179
Reading 34 3.5 F=.97, p=330
Missed Class 1.9 1.9 F=.08, p=.786
Difficulty 2.6 3.0 F=4.72, p=.04
Grade Accurate 3.2 3.1 F=2.72, p=.106
Comprehensive Exam Average Score 59% 71%

Comprehensive Exam Pass Rate 14% 64%

With regard to self-reported student behaviors related to their learning, average study time,
amount of reading completed on time, and number of missed classes were not significantly different
in 2018 as compared to 2011. Students in 2018 rated their classes as more difficult than students had
done in 2011, but on average, they said that their CFS classes were about the same level of difficulty
as other classes. They were equally likely to say that their grade was an accurate reflection of their
work and learning.

During this timeframe, comprehensive exam scores increased from an average score of 59%
in 2011 to 71% in 2018. In 2018, 64% of our seniors passed the exam, compared to only 14% in
2011.

Discussion

This analysis of grade distributions, combined with student surveys and objective,
comprehensive exam scores, suggests that grade inflation, without commensurate achievement, was
present in our program in 2011. We intervened by regularly monitoring grade distributions in
department classes, placing reports annually in faculty personnel files, and following up with
individual faculty whose grade distributions appeared to be potentially inflated. By 2018, the
compression of passing grades was released, and students were learning more content as measured
by the departmental comprehensive exam. This change in grade distributions and improvement in
comprehensive exam scores was not accompanied by a significant perception of the burden placed
on students. A relatively minor and non-intrusive intervention likely produced this change.
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Grade Inflation

The department faculty were convinced by the 2011 data that grade inflation, produced by
leniency in grading, was present in our coursework. We were convinced by the evidence. The
percentage of A grades in our classes was higher than we had realized, higher than the national
average. This was true despite the fact that very few of our students reported doing all of the
assigned readings or spending as much time as recommended on their studies for the credit units
earned by the class and despite the fact that our comprehensive exam suggested that our students
were not mastering the content of their classes. In fact, our students reported that they knew our
classes were easier than their other college classes, but they still believed their inflated grades were
deserved.

We want students to succeed; we recognize their struggles and value their desire to succeed in
college and beyond. This mindset may lead us to demonstrate our values through points: points for
showing up because we value active participation, points for effort because we want to recognize
their struggles, or points for extra credit to acknowledge the value of a second chance. These points
determine student grades, and so we may end up giving grades based on our values rather than the
student’s demonstration of mastery of course content. This desire to grade based on values could
easily result in a compression of grades, whereby students who do not show up and demonstrate
effort still fail our classes, but everyone else gets an A. We want to reward them for their hard work
and keep them moving toward academic success. This thought process produces a textbook case of
grade inflation.

Our experience is probably typical. Most faculty resist believing that their own courses are
grade inflated, even when they believe this happens elsewhere (McCabe & Powell, 2004).
Furthermore, college students typically believe that high grades are their due. Adams (2005) reported
that 70% of students believe they should earn a grade of at least C if they put in significant effort,
even if they did not perform well in the class. Zinn et al. (2011) discovered that students are far more
likely than faculty to believe that grades should be assigned based on effort, even when that effort
does not produce high performance.

Intervention to Reduce Grade Inflation

The intervention described here was actually a years-long process of discovery within one
academic department. We landed on an annual report provided to all faculty with follow-up
discussions for some, but before that, we collectively had many discussions raising our
consciousness about grade inflation. The process of collecting data from all classes meant that even
part-time instructors were aware that we were studying this issue. Therefore, the final decision and
the changed practices that resulted from it were only a culmination of a long process of significant
self-reflection and problem-solving. The outcomes of this intervention, however, suggest a
significant release of grade compression without much impact at all on student perceptions of their
coursework. Furthermore, the outcome has been sustained even through substantial turnover of
faculty in the program.

This process has been reported, albeit rarely, elsewhere in the research on grades in higher
education. In fact, our results are similar to the results of a similar study documenting a grading
standards policy change in a department of education on another campus (Ridley et al., 2003). In that
study, the policy change was a requirement that standards be elevated, such that an A grade required
93% of the points rather than 90%, and a requirement that any instructor awarding more than 50%
As provide written justification for the pattern, significantly reducing A grades with no negative
impact on student ratings of instruction; in fact, students reported a higher level of intellectual
stimulation in the affected classes.
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One difference between our program policy change and that described by Ridley et al. (2003)
is that ours was an internal decision, not one imposed by administrators outside of the department. In
that case, the policy only remained in place for two years because faculty objected to it, and then
grading standards reverted to their original inflated state. Our policy, in contrast, has continued for a
decade with the outcomes sustained. There has been no faculty uprising against the program; faculty
agree it is a good practice. Another difference is that our policy does not dictate a specific grading
system, whereas theirs has features of a norm-referenced system.

As a tool for maintaining academic rigor, systematic monitoring of grade distributions seems
effective. I speculate that the reason it works is that it keeps the issue of academic rigor in the minds
of instructors without dictating the grading strategy. A call to rigor on the grounds that it is necessary
to prepare students to do the important work of serving children and families in society speaks to the
idealism and professional ambitions of faculty in a family science program such as ours.

Limitations and Future Research

The present study was conducted only in one program at one university campus, and
therefore, the results may not be generalizable to other types of programs on other campuses. This is
a state school serving mostly local students. It is ANNAPISI and Hispanic-serving. The department
offers only bachelor’s degrees, and the faculty bear a very heavy teaching load without assigned
time for scholarly activity. All of these imply that faculty are deeply invested in high-quality
teaching and have much of their academic identity tied to that work. It is possible that a
consciousness-raising intervention, such as the one described here, would only work in such a
setting.

It is also true that the instruments used in this research are not sophisticated instruments with
demonstrated reliability and validity. This is applied research conducted in a real-life setting that is
not tightly controlled. The measures are limited by their simplicity. The design includes the normal
confounds associated with the passage of time in an academic department.

The current analysis ruled out potential alternative explanations for the change in grades. The
students had similar academic profiles before and after the policy change. The courses and curricular
requirements were virtually identical. We cannot rule out the possibility that grade distributions
changed as a result of turnover in our tenure-track faculty body that coincided with the policy
change. However, the change from 2011 to 2018 was also observed in the part-time faculty, where
their average class GPA changed from 3.4 in 2011 to 3.0 in 2018 (F=6.7, df=1, p=.01). Part-time
faculty was fairly stable during these years, as was the curriculum, so the change in grades can only
reasonably be attributed to the policy on reporting grade distributions.

As limited by the quasi-experimental design as these data may be, they highlight the fact that
very little empirical work on grading practices has been published in higher education, much less in
family science programs. There has been quite a lot of research attention paid to the productivity and
prestige of family science programs (e.g., Kamp Dush, 2014; Reifman et al., 2019) as well as
academic work more generally (e.g., Altbach, 2006; Kenny, 2017). However, there is no published
research about how family science faculty conceptualize grading, how they assign grades, how their
students perceive grades, or how grading relates to program quality or reputation, creating a gap in
the scholarship of teaching and learning in family science. Research addressing these topics exists,
especially regarding elementary and secondary school teachers (see review by Brookhart, 1994), but
there is little research at the college level and never in family science programs.

Implications

Grade inflation can cause future problems for students. Students whose grades have been
inflated have a better academic record but worse subsequent performance in later coursework (Friedl
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et al., 2012). When knowledge and skill are not commensurate with grades, then subsequent learning
can be hindered because students are misplaced in classes that are beyond their capability. In the
worst-case scenario, students may find themselves in jobs that they are unqualified and unprepared
for, causing dissatisfaction for students and potentially damaging the reputation of academic
disciplines and institutions (Jaschik, 2018).

Regularly monitoring grade distributions can produce enough awareness and identify
potentially problematic grading practices such that grade inflation can be curbed. As a result, college
professors may be able to reverse the grade compression seen in recent decades and do so without
increasing fail rates or damaging students’ perceptions of our classes. Faculty can do this without
becoming unreasonable and capricious graders and without infringing on the academic freedom of
professors.

It remains to be seen if reversing the compression of passing grades in an undergraduate
program will damage students’ chances of getting into graduate programs or getting jobs. This may
affect some groups of students more than others, as some have received more grade leniency than
others have. But those students have been done a grave disservice. They have been given a credential
without the education that it represents. To correct grade leniency in an education program is to
improve the equity and the justice of that program so that all students have access to the same
high-quality education.

To realize this vision of a just and equitable higher education, academic programs have to
verify that excellent grades in their coursework truly reflect academic excellence in students.
Programs that aspire to excellence will improve the quality of their offerings rather than simply
inflate their grades. College grades may become a more useful predictor of who will succeed in those
experiences, increasing the reputation and prestige of the academic programs that produce qualified
graduates. This outcome benefits all students in the program.

There has been discussion within family science (Hamon & Smith, 2014; Gavazzi et al.,
2014) about the professional integrity of the discipline. Maintaining academic standards to continue
to make a scholarly contribution, attract students, and build trust with employers is essential to
maintaining the integrity of our discipline.
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