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Variations of Grading in College Science Courses

Abstract
This study concludes that levels of achievement and the rigor of grading in pre-professional sciedce
courses vary significantly among some colleges and universities.

Many comparative studies of achievements in the high schools have been possible

because rhe admissions procedures of most colleges and universities require the re-
sults of standardized re$s (Astin, 1976; Suonck, 1979). A similar concern for pre-
dicting the probable achievements of students is found in the admission procedures to

graduate schools. Unfortunately, our universities tend to use only the grades achieved
in pre-professional cou$es to make any predictions about the possible success of

students in advanced undergraduate coutses. The published literatute lacks studies
comparing levels of achievement in the pre-professional courses. The use of only
grades achievecl in the pre-professional coutses seems unwise wheo we recoS[ize that

berween 1969 and 1916, A aod B grades in American higher education rose from 15
pelceff to 59 percent of the total (Lamort, 1979).

The central question of this study is: Do grades achieved in advanced undergrad-

uate courses at one nursiog college correlate well wirh grades achiwed in the pre-

requisite courses completed at a vatiety of colleges and universities? One nursing

college in the Pacific Northwest annually admits 177 oew students from approximately
230 applicanrs. This study considers three years of classes totalir'g 492 students ad-
mitted from six different classifications of institutions of higher education: A.) a
local community college; B.) local small private four-year colleges; C.) distant com-
munity colleges; D.) distant universities; E.) a local state college; and F.) a large
local university.

The prerequisite science courses for admission to this nufsing college are the fol-
lowing: anatomy and physiology, chemistry, microbiology, and nutrition. The advanced
science courses taught at the nursing college are pathophysiology, essentials of pharma-

cology, and advanced nursing. The subjects of this study were admitted into the nurs-

ing college with differences in their grades in the prerequisite scieoce courses com-
pleted during their first two years of college. The differences among the six classifications
of institutions of higher education were significant at the 0.04 level. The number
of srudents in each classification with the grade point averages (based on a scale of
4.0) is given in Table 1. Note that the GPAs rank the classifications from highest

to lovrest in the sequence from A to F.

Also in Table 1 are the GPAs on the advanced science coufses. These GPAs for

Northwest Science. Vol. 55. No. 1. 1981 2)



'l '-{BLIt 1. Grade point averases in science courses bl. siudenis in six classiiicriions ot instituiions
oi higher ealuc)iion.

Nursins Courses Rant

A. Local comunily college
ts. Loc.l privatc colleges
(]. Distmi cornnuniiy coUeges
D, Distani uDiversities
It. Ircal state coliege
F. Lo.al larse universitt

1.1134
:! .3t?9
3 . 3 ? 3  4
t . ! 2 t  1
3,11026
3.2511

2 . 5 3 ?  3
2 . i 5 9 7
2 . 3 6 2 ?
2.t )75i
2 . 9 6  4 5
: t .10 7i

t
2
3
4
5
ti

3 6
4 3
t 1
i4

122
I 8 3

each classification of iostitution differed at the 0.001 level of sicnificance. The se-
quence of ranking on the achievemenrs io rhe rdvanced slience is almost the reverse
of that for the GPAs on the prerequisite scieoce courses (P equals -0.0429). This
very strorg negative correlatioo suggests that the grades in prerequisite courses should
be ioterpreted according to the classification of the institution awardiog the grade.
For example, students in classification A tend to fali by almost 0.9 CPA from pre-
requisite courses to advanced science courses. On the other hand, students in classi-
fication F had a deciine of less than 0.15 GPA. These data suggest that students io
the last classification u,ill probably have a negligibie change in grade between pre-
requisite courses and advanced science courses. Ner.ertheless, the decline of aimosr
a full point on the GPA among srudents of the first classification suggests the grading
on the prerequisite coutses was much less rigorous in this college than at the large
locai university.

'IlAIlLlt 2, Grade Doi averases jn all couses by siudents in six ctass jfice,tions ol insiiiuiions ol
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Table 2 provides the cumulative GPAs of the students before their admission to
the nursing collegc. The ranking of these average GPAs on all courses before aclmis-
sion does not follow the simple partern from A to F, i.e., from the local community
college to the local laige university. The most notable exception is that studelts com-
ing from distant institutions (usually at leasr 150 miles away) had rhe lowest cumu-
lative GPAs among those rvho were admitted. Nevettheless, the grades achieved by
all students at the nursiog college tended to resemble strongly the patern on the
three aclvanced science coutses. The oniy strong exception here is the achievement of
students from the local srate college; their ranking remained unchaoged. The correla-
tioo again was oegative (P equals -0.600). The drop in GPAs between the cumula-
tive GPA before admission and that achieved at the nursing college ranged from a
rnaximum of 0.622 GPA in classifjcation A to only 0.026 io classification D.

By conuasting rhe lirading in advancecl scieflcc coulses ar the nursing college (Table
1) with that of al l  courses at rhe same nursing col lege (Table 2), i t  is evidenr rhat
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the grading in the advanced science courses is consistently more rigorous. On the
orher hand, no such ueod is recognized when the prerequisite science courses are
contlasted with the cumulative GPAs awarded before admission. The data of this study
seem to indicate rhar rhe pre-professional science courses may provide grades similar
to those from other iltroductolv courses.

The most obvious co[clusion from rhis study is that the levels of achievement
and the ligor of grading in pre-professional scierrce courses vary sigoificantly among
some colleges and universities. Although grades in prerequisite courses are generally
good predictors of achievemenr in advanced courses, the type of iostitution awarding
the grade is an important variable. According rc Lamont (1979), rhose instirutions
which are most colcerned about falling enrollmeors will tend to award credit for
insufficient academic work and to tolerate coorinued grade inflation. Ashworth (1979)
advocates the removal of those federal directives which encoumge lower standards in
institutions of higher education. Perhaps greater uniformiry in the meaning of grades
can be encouraged through providing faculty with comparative data on the achieve-
ments of theft studeqts in more advanced courses.
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