
STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF GRADING PRACTICES: DOES
"AVERAGE"CLASS PERFORMANCE EQUAL A "C" GRADE?

Grade inflation in higher education occurs when students receive a grade that exceeds the level of work
perfonned in the course. In the f}rst study, 5,616 students in 7 disciplines were asked to compare their
own performance using a grade label (e.g., average, superior, distinguished) to their expected grade
(e.g., C, B, A). When studied in this manner, grade inflation is rampant. For instance, of those students
self-reporting "average" work in the class, 52.5% expect the grade of B or A. Study 2 (N = 326) added
student's actual grade in comparison to student expected letter grade and self-assigned grade label.
When students are asked to compare a letter grade to a letter grade (expected to actual), 6 I % are accu-
rate in this prediction with only 22.4% over-inflating their expected grade. While grade inflation is evi-
dent regardless of the approach used, researchers need to be sensitive to the differential effect of
research methodology in estimating the magnitude of the grade inflation present.

The ability of students to accurately self-assess
course performance has been a subject of interest to
academic researchers (e.g., Balch, 1992; Hudesman,
Loveday, & Avramides, 1991; Prohaska, 1994).
Research indicates that self-assessment is believed to
be loosely associated with grade inflation, such that
some students expect a higher grade than they them-
selves admit they deserve; this outcome is termed self-
reported grade inflation (Landrum, 1999). The implica-
tions and repercussions of grade inflation have long-
term effects at both private and public institutions of
higher education, as well as in the employment process
(Bearden, Wolfe, & Grosch, 1992; Kwon, Kendig, &
Bae, 1997; Weller, 1984). There are numerous theories
as to the causes and consequences of grade inflation.

Grade inflation has been defined as "a progressive
rise in GPA without a concurrent rise in student abili-
ty" (Hadley & Vitale, 1985, p. 4) or "when a grade is
viewed as being less rigorous than it ought to be"
(Mullen, 1995, p. 2). What prompts grade inflation to
occur? One explanation dates back to the 1960s and
the 1970s when grading changes occurred at many
institutions. Beginning in the 196Os, certain classes
were offered with a pass/fail option, as well as the
option to take the class but receive no credit and, there-
fore, no grade (Suslow, 1976). Additionally, in the
early 19708 instructors increasingly made alternatives
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available to students who desired a higher grade, such
as completing extra-credit projects or re-working
assignments (Kwon et aI., 1997; Weller, 1984). Many
of these grading practices (such as extra credit) contin-
ue to be in use in the classroom today and may add to
the occurrence of grade inflation.

However, changes in course format and policy are
not the only possible explanations for grade inflation.
Millman, Slovacek, Kulik, and Mitchell (1983) sug-
gested that the grading rubric contributes to grade
inflation and other research suggests a general reluc-
tance of instructors to fail students. Some instructors,
concerned that they might hinder a student's pursuit of
higher education, may give a higher grade than
deserved in order to grant the student a "better" chance
at graduate school (Mitchell, 1998; Schuh, 1983;
Weller, 1984). Students are seeking an edge that lifts
them above the majority, and instructors are often
expected to facilitate that by assigning inflated grades
(Singleton, 1978; Trout, 1997). Another reason
instructors may give higher grades to less-deserving
students is to compensate for the unreliability and sub-
jectivity of the imperfect college grading system
(Schuh, 1983). That is, some instructors feel that if the
grading system is so objective, why deprive a student of
a higher grade when the instructor lacks confidence in
the grading system itself?

Empirical evidence has demonstrated that students
better
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who anticipate higher grades tend to give
instructor evaluations (Gigliotti & Buchtel,
Hoffman, 1983). Because student evaluations
increasingly being used by administrators to facilitate



Journal of Research and Development in Education-Volume 34, Number 1, Fall 2000

the decision-making process of tenure and promotion,
instructors tend to view evaluations as a crucial ele-
ment for improving or maintaining their professional
status. For example, an instructor who attains numer-
ous positive student evaluations may rightly anticipate
a promotion, a raise in pay, or tenure (Kwon et aI.,
1997; Schuh, 1983; Trout, 1997; Weller, 1984). This,
in turn, could unwittingly encourage instructors to

assign higher grades in order to receive better evalua-
tions tTom students. In addition, certain instructors
may be more conscious of student evaluations.
Graduate student instructors, for example, may strive
for good student evaluations hoping to make a good
impression on their faculty advisor. Similarly, instruc-
tors who are new to the department may try to gain

popularity through higher grades and better evaluations
(Mitchell, 1998; Trout, 1997).

Hadley and Vitale (1985) suggested that the 13-point
grading scale (A, A-, B+, etc.) is more reliable than the
5-point scale (A, B, C, D, F) and can, therefore, coun-
teract grade inflation to a degree. In their study, they
concluded that because instructors have more grade
categories to chose tTom, instructors may be more dis-
criminating in assigning grades. Thus, the student's
GPA may more accurately reflect relative student ~r-
formance (see also Millman et aI., 1983).

The ability of the undergraduate student to accurately
estimate his or her own grades has been the subject of
numerous studies (e.g., Falchikov & Boud, 1989;
Goldman, Flake & Matheson, 1990; Hudesman et aI.,
1991 ). Regarding the accuracy of student grade predic-
tion, results show that students with a lower GPA tend to
overestimate their grades more than students with a higher
GPA (Balch, 1992; Gigliotti & Buchtel, 1990; Prohaska,
1994). One conclusion may be that low-GPA students are
reluctant to admit to deserving lower grades or they may be
unaware of their lower grade (Prohaska, 1994).

Student ability to accurately estimate grades is
important because it can demonstrate understanding of
the university grading scale. Balch (1992) suggested
that accurate student predictions can also show how
well students understand instructor expectations. In
addition, the accuracy of student self-prediction can
provide possible self-motivation to the student. If a stu-
dent self-assesses his or her knowledge of the course-
work to be at a less-than-desirable level, the student
may be inclined to study more. If the link between aca-
demic ability and the ability to accurately predict
grades is further established, instructors may be more
likely to help students acquire better study skills.
Balch (1992) concluded that teaching students how to
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better self-assess comprehension of the course material
might be an effective motivation for students to learn
better study habits.

The current research is composed of two studies.
Study I is a replication of an earlier experiment by
Landrum (1999) performed on a larger scale. As part
of this study, students were asked to assess their level
of performance using the grade labels established by
the university (e.g., distinguished, superior, average,
etc.) and to estimate their letter grade (A, 8, C, D, F).
Study 2 examined the relationship between the stu-
dents' predicted letter grades, the students' predicted
grade labels (e.g., distinguished, superior, average,
etc.), and the actual grades received.

SrooY 1

The goal of Study 1 was to replicate the earlier work
~ of Landrum (1999) using a larger and more diverse
, sample. Our goal was to answer the following ques-
. tion: when asked about expected grade and self-report-

ed grade label, do students overestimate their grades
relative to the grade labels? Said another way, do stu-
dents who self-report their own performance as "aver-
age" expect a grade better than average a C?

Method

Participants. Participants of Study I were mostly
students enrolled in Spring 1998 (some in Fall 1997)
classes in the College of Social Sciences and Public
Affairs at a large Western university. Students from
Anthropology, Communications, Criminal Justice,
History, Political Science, Psychology, and Sociology
completed the Course and Instructor Evaluation
Questionnaire (N = 5,616). See Table 1 for a precise
breakdown of participants.

Table I
Participants in Study J by Department

Departments ParUcip8ItI

Anthropology 414
Anthropology (Fall 1997) 310
Communications 814
Criminal Justice 86
History 1143
Political Science 446
Psychology 1228
Psychology {Fall 1997) 734
SocioICII)' 441

T~ S616

Not.. AU pII1iciplnta S)1rID, 1998 Mlllf8r1llllet8 odIa_""
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Materials. The Course and Instructor Evaluation
Questionnaire (CIEQ) is presented in Table 2. The first
10 questions concern the evaluation of the course and
of the instructor. Participants respond using a 5-point
Likert-type scale. Two additional questions asked for
an overall rating of the course and for an overall rating
of the instructor. The two specific items of interest in
Study I were answers to the self-assessment state-
ments, "I expect to receive the grade of'; (A, B, C, D,
F) and "Compared to that of my classmates, the work I

Table 2
Course and Instructor Evaluation Questionnaire

College of Social Sciences and Public Affairs
Course and Instructor Evaluation Questionnaire

Please \lie a #2 pencil and the GREEN bubble sheet provided. If you have no opinion on a perticular question,
please Ie8Ye that question blank. For Queations ) -I 0, please \lie the followina KIIe:

1-.-1 -:- I 7" I '7 I -: A-I

1.~~I-Wrat8"_. I '7 I ~ I ~ I EX~Uem I

I"=~"""'-"_u_~. rn ~I ~171
114.OwraD'I~ra~dUS~" J '7 I ~ I ~ I Ex~1
On the b8ck of dUs page, pleue feel he to to the foIloMna quadoM:

15. What did you find most useful or liked most about the way this course was taught?
16. What did you find least useful or disliked most about the way this course was taught?

Your comments are appreciated.
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perfonned in this class was" (distinguished, superior,
average, below average, failure). The grade labels list-
ed in the latter question correspond exactly to the uni-
versity-designated grade labels (A = distinguished, B =
superior, C = average, D = below average, F = failure).

Procedure. The CIEQ was distributed to depart-
ments prior to the end of the semester. Besides the
CIEQ, students also received a scantron-type bubble
sheet and were instructed to use a #2 pencil to complete
the 14 closed-ended questions. Students were then
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encouraged to answer the two open-ended questions on
the back of the survey form. On average, students
completed the CIEQ in 10-15 min. A student volunteer
in each class collected the evaluations, placed them in
a sealed envelope, and gave them directly to the respec-
tive department secretary. All scanning was conducted
by the university data center. After the departmental
analysis was complete, surveys were re-coded and res-canned for this study. .

Results

Chi-square analyses were conducted on the bulk of
the data collected for this study. Due to the categorical
nature of grades (A, B, C, D, F) as well as the categor-
ical nature of the labels assigned to grades (distin-
guished, superior, average, below average, failure), the
chi-square analysis makes possible the comparison of
two discrete, categorical dependent variables.

A chi-square analysis was conducted examining the
association between answers to the self-assessment
statements, "I expect to receive the grade of . . .n and
"Compared to that of my classmates, the work 1 per-
formed in this class was . . .n The results of that chi-
square were statistically significant, l(16, N = 4,624)
= 2099.46, p < .001 (see Table 3 for the frequency dis-

tribution).

Table 3
Evidence of College-Wide Grade Inflation by
Frequency of Occurrence

Compared to '_lure 7 J 2 1 0
that of my Below 1Mn. 6 ., tC 26 9
classmates. the
work J per- Ave". 19 ~ m H2O )0$
formed in this S.perior 21 26 t11t3 m
class was Dtltf8J1lished It . S 31 .,

Student expectations of grade inflation are not local-
ized to one department. When an entire college is
examined through student evaluations, students report-
ing average work overinflate their expected letter
grade. To be confident of this effect, we also evaluated
each department individually and examined the corre-
spondence between the questions with separate chi.
square analyses. We found expectations of grade infla-
tion in every department to a statistically significant
level: Anthropology, )(2(12, N = 385) = ]68.44, p <
.001, Anthropology (Fall ]997), )(2(16, N = 293) =
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181.03,p < .001; Communications, X2(12, N= 649) =
240.47, p < .001; Criminal Justice, X2(9, N = 80) =
36.08,p < .001; History, x2(16, N= 962) = 567.63,p <
.001; Political Science, X2(16, N = 367) = 168.44,p <
.001, Psychology, X2(16, N= 841) = 397.56,p < .001;
Psychology (Fall 1997), X2(16, N= 616) = 404.82,p <
.001; and Sociology, X2(16, N = 423) = 143.86, p <
.001. This effect appears to be robust and not localized
to anyone particular discipline.

What are the implications of students having grade
expectations that do not match their own self-assessed
grade label? How accurate are students regarding
their expected grades compared with the actual grades
they received? These questions were addressed in
Study 2.

STUDY 2

After the semester was completed and grades were
submitted, student data on the CIEQ was matched with
the actual grades for students enrolled in the class of
the first author.

Participants. The CIEQ includes the two key self-
assessment statements used to examine student expec-
tations of grade inflation. After the end of the semes-
ter when grades were submitted, the evaluation/grade
inflation data were "connected" with the actual course
grades by matching the last four digits of the students'
Social Security Number (SSN). The available data
yielded 326 complete archival records containing the
expected letter grades, the self-assigned grade labels,
and the actual letter grades students received in a lower
division General Psychology course. We only accepted
results for matching sets of archival data. In the occa-
sional situation in which more than one student shared
the last four digits of a SSN, the data were discarded.

Materials and Procedure. The materials were the
answers to the key questions on the CIEQ (as described
in Study I and presented in Table 2) and the actuaIletter

grade (A, B, C, D, F) for each student. The CIEQ was
administered as described in Study I.

Results

The three key variables for examination are the stu-
dent's expected letter grade (A, B, C, D, F), the stu-
dent's self-assessed grade label (distinguished, superi-
or, average, below average, failure), and the student's
actual grade (A, B, C, D, F).

..

Method

I eapoct to receM the grade of

~
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Self-assigned grade label and expected letter grade.
The chi-square indicates whether there is a significant
association between the self-assigned grade labels and
the expected letter grades; in this case, there was a sta-
tistically significant association, X2( 12, N = 326) =
120.87,p < .001. This frequency distribution present-
ed in Table 4. Of the 196 students who self-reported
their grade label as average, 91 expected a grade of B
and 12 expected a grade of A. Hence, student expecta-
tion of grade inflation is again verified in this sample,
with 52.5% of those reporting average work expecting
a grade better than a C.

Table 4
Association between Self-assigned Grade Label and
Expected Grade

CompllJ'ed to
that of my '.!l1Ift 0 0 . . 0
classmates, Be'- lIVe"" 0 2 S I 0
the work I . Averap I . .. tt t.J
performed In
this class was Superior I I ie 13 3'
Failure DistiDguished I 0 e I 10

Self-assigned grade label and actual letter grade.
This analysis examines the same self-assigned grade
label (distinguished, superior, average, etc.) as before,
but the comparison is with the students' actual grade
rather than with the expected grade. When this compar-
ison is examined through a chi-square analysis, a statis-
tically significant association occurs, X2(12, N = 308) =
49.96,p < .001. This frequency distribution is presented
in Table 5. The numbers represented in the diagonal
from the upper left to the lower right are students who
accurately estimated their grade label (39.7%). The fre-
quencies in the upper right triangle of the table indicate
that 44.8% received a grade higher than expected, while
15.5% (in the lower left triangle) received a lower grade
than expected. Of the students who self-assigned a
grade label of "average" (N = 187), 5 I .8% actually

received a grade of B or A. Thus, while grade inflation
has been demonstrated when students expect a B (or A)
for "average" work, the results here indicate that student
expectations are accurate: 52.5% expected grade infla-
tion, and it occurred for 5 I .8% of the students.

Actual letter grade and expected letter grade. This
analysis provides an additional check on the accuracy
of student predictions about their grades by comparing
the actual letter grades received with the students'

Journal of Research and Development in Education-Volume 34, Number J, Fall 2000

Table 5
Association between Self-assigned Grade Label and
Actual Course Grade Received

this class was Dlsti.pislled 0 0 2 3.
Note. The shaded diagonal represents those students who ICCUntely
matched their letter grade label with their actual course gradereceived. .

expected letter grades. Chi-square analysis found a sta-
tistically significant association between actual letter
grade and expected letter grade, 'l( 16, N = 308) =
224.11,p < .001 (see Table 6 for the frequency distrib-
ution). Examination of the diagonal from upper left to
lower right again demonstrates correct estimations by
students: for example, 38 students who predicted an A
and actually received an A. Students seem to be accu-
rate in this task, with 61.0% of the students accurately
estimating their final grade. In the lower left triangle,
16.5% of students received a better grade than expect-
ed, while students in the upper right triangle (22.4%)
received a letter grade lower than expected.

I expect to reeeiw the IJ1Ide of

,. DC. A
.
,

Table 6
Association between Actual Course Grade Received
and Expected Letter Grade

I expect to rec:eiw tile p8dB of

F DC. A

Actual course F
grade received D

C
8
A

Note. The shaded diagonal rqxaents those students who accurately
estimated their received course grade.

DISCUSSION

Results of our two studies found that student's percep-
tion of their letter grades and their grade labels are dif-
ferent. When asked about their expectation of their
course grade, students tend to overestimate their grade.
This is especially evident in Study 2 for students who
reported doing average work-52.5% of students report-
ing average work expect better than a C. However,
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51.SO/0 of the students who self-labeled their work as aver-
age actually received a grade better than a C. There couJd
be many reasons for this. To many, the word average refers
to those whose perfonnance can be classified in the middle
of the traditional grade distribution. According to this def-
inition, average refers to the majority of people. Taking
into accowrt grade inflation, this defInition of average
could be applied to the current study because. a majority of
students receive an A or a B in some classes.
Consequently, students may be relying on grade inflation to
increase their own expected grade.

In examining the results in Table 3 (Study I), our pri-
mary interest lies in examining the data referring to those
students whose self-reported grade label is average in cor-
respondence to their expected letter grade. If our predic-
tions are accurate, student's self-reporting average work
should also report an expected letter grade of C. In this
colJege-wide study of seven deparbnents, 2,261 students
reported a grade label of average. Of those 2,261 stu-
dents, 753 expected a C, 1,120 expected a B, and 305
expected an A. That is, of those students who admit doing
average work, 63.0% expect a B or an A. This percentage
reflects the student expectation of grade inflation.

Of particular interest in Study I was the pattern of
responses of participants who reported doing average
work. Based on oUr observations, we conclude that the
results obtained from Study I are consistent with the
findings in Landrum's earlier research (1999). As in
the earlier study, a majority of students self-reported
their own work as average, but expected a letter grade
of a B or an A. When students are asked about their
grade label (average), they tend to overestimate their
expected grade compared to the grade they actually
received. Hence, it is fair to say that the B and A grade
category labels are less well understood by students (A
= distinguished, B = superior). To answer the question

asked in the title of this article, the answer is no; stu-
dents who self-report their work as average tend to ask
for higher grades than a C.

When students were asked about their expected
grades in terms of A, B, C, D, or F, the results changed
slightly. About 61 % of students accurately predicted
their actual grade. However, 16.50/0 underestimated
their grade, while only 22.4% overestimated their actu-
al course grade. Thus, there is much less over-inflation
and better accuracy when students are asked to estimate
their grades using the A-F rating scale rather that the
grade label classifications. If instructors wish for stu-
dents to better understand their grade labels (distin-
guished, superior, etc.), instructors need to educate stu-
dents about what the labels mean, and more important-
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Iy, how that instructor actually evaluates student perfor-
mance to arrive at the grade. Taking the results of
Study 2 into account, it seems that students may (a)
either have a better than expected understanding of the
grading system, or (b) they may not fully understand
particular aspects of the grade assignment process (i.e.,
the translation of course performance based on the
grade label into an actual letter grade).

Another reason for the inaccuracy of predictions
could be a failure to understand the grading scale of
that particular instructor. Certain instructors may inter-
pret the concept of distinguished work differently, but
they may also have different expectations for the vari-
ous classes that they teach. Grade inflation also can
exist within one course when multiple sections are
offered and taught by different instructors (Mitchell,
1998). The importance of an accurate impression of

. course performance can be seen in students' self-moti-

. vation to study (Balch, 1992). Students need to be able

. to ascertain their expected grade throughout the semes-

. ter because this knowledge can help the student adjust

to the changing demands of the course and the semes-
ter. Given the present data, students should attune more
to their expected letter grade rather than their letter
grade label. Students in the present study were more
accurate with the grade than the label; understanding
the label could also be helpful, so instructors need to
invest more effort in educating students about grade
labels, such as explaining the difference between dis-
tinguished, superior, and average work.

A potential limitation of Study I could be that the
same student could be included in the sample multiple
times. However, each faculty member had an individ-
ual evaluation for each class taught and students were
asked about their expected grade and course perfor-
mance independent in each class. Even if some stu-
dents under or overestimated their grades, the expecta-
tion would be equally distributed across classrooms and
disciplines. The current research relied on data that was
largely self-report. As with any self-report data, it is
prudent to consider this method of data collection when
drawing conclusions. Another concern is the statistical
approach chosen to evaluate these grade-based differ-
ences. We chose to treat an A-F grading scale as a cat-
egorical scale, applying the appropriate nonparametric
statistic (the chi-square analysis). Others may consider
this scale to have more intervaVratio qualities, suggest-
ing the use of a parametric statistic. Our rationale for
the nonparametric approach is that we believe that
grades are not ratio scale data, i.e., a "4" (an A) is not
necessarily twice as good as a "2" (a C). Hence, if
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ratios are not meaningful, a ratio scale data analysis
approach seems inappropriate.

A number of important findings emerge from this set
of studies. First, using the method of asking students
about their expected letter grade and how it matches with
their grade label is a robust method of demonstrating
grade inflation. When thousands of students tTom mul-
tiple disciplines were tested, each discipline demonstrat-
ed significant grade inflation. This is evidenced when,
for example, students reporting that their work was aver-
age expect grades better than average (C), that is, an A or
a B. Second, part of the robustness of this grade inflation
effect may be due to the choice of methodology. It
appears that when students make the comparison
between their expected letter grade and their actual grade
(as opposed to self-assessed grade label and expected let-
ter grade), student are more accurate matching a grade to
a grade (A-A) than a grade label to a grade
(superior-B). When grade inflation is examined in this
method (actual grade- expected grade), students are
accurate 61.0% of the time. Grade inflation still exists,
however, with 22.4% of students expecting a letter grade
higher than the actual letter grade received.

Future research may further examine student percep-
tions of the grade labels for the letter grades of A and
B. The current research suggests there is less ambigui-
ty for A and B grade labels, but this needs further inves-
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tigation. It would also be interesting to examine whether
gender differences exist in the self-estimation of grades.
For example, do males overestimate grades more than
females? Future research could also examine whether
students are better or worse predictors when utilizing the
13-point grading system, and to what extent instructors
actually understand the grade system they are asked to
implement. Students have difficulty matching average
performance to a C grade; what about faculty?
Research such as this would further our understanding
of how students perceive the grading system.

It is important that students understand what letter
grades mean. The studies performed here suggest the
possibility that students rely on grade inflation to raise
their grade. This is a potential danger because, as
awareness of grade inflation continues to increase,
instructors may have to re-examine their own grading
practices. It is also important that students acquire the
skills to accurately self-assess class performance
because this ability can help them outside the class-
room as well. For instance, accurate knowledge about
class performance may serve as motivation for current
or future course work. This skill could benefit them not
only throughout the semester, but also in the employ-
ment community. Students who can accurately assess
their own strengths and weaknesses have a better
chance to address and improve their own skills.
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