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Grade inflation is a recognized problem in higher education in the United States. Age, gender, and ethnic differences in
discrepancies between student reports of their expected grade in each course and their expectations for general university grading
practices were explored in a survey of 166 (mostly female) participants at a small upper-division university. Results revealed that
while a small minority of students agreed that grading systems in college should only include A or B grades, a large majority of
students expected A or B grades. Thus, student discrepancies between their expectations for grading systems and their expected
class grades were in line with expectations that they should receive inflated grades. Results also revealed statistically significant age
differences in grade expectation with students older than the age of 55 expecting lower grades relative to their younger counterparts.

1. Introduction and Review of
the Relevant Literature

Grade inflation, the process of instructors assigning higher
grades than is warranted, has been a perennial concern in
academia. Particularly in the 1990s, faculty and academic
administrators have made their voices heard regarding
the issue to such an extent that even students are now
beginning to voice concerns [1]. Due to these concerns,
even some employers are now skeptical and wary of making
employment decisions based solely on university grade point
averages [2, 3].

Grade inflation has been reported as an acknowledged
problem in higher education in the United States since the
late 1960s [4-7]. However, not all research has reported
grade inflation or a tendency toward it. Kohn [8] reviewed
transcripts from 3,000 institutions of higher education and
concluded that grades actually declined between 1975 and
1995. The majority of grade inflation studies, though,
continue to report its existence.

Landrum [9] conducted a study on student expectation
of grades in which 278 students in five different courses were
asked about their own academic performance in class using
both grade categories (A, B, C, D, and F) and descriptive cri-
teria for grades (such as A = distinguished, B = superior, C =
average, D = below average, and F = failure) taken directly
from the official Boise State University catalog. Descriptive
criteria for grades in the Landrum study are found in the
options following this sample item stem: my work in this
class is best described as (a) a distinguished work, (b) a supe-
rior work, (c) an average work, (d) a below average work, and
(e) a failure. Note that in this sample survey item the actual
letter grades (A, B, C, D, and F) are not included as options,
and only the descriptive criteria for each grade (e.g., average
work) as stated in the Boise State University are listed as
options. Landrum found that 72% of the students reporting
average work when grade criteria were the only options for
the survey item expected a whole letter grade lower than what
they expected when the options for the survey item were
letter grades only (A-F). After converting letter grades and
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the descriptive criteria for each grade to grade point average
(GPA) numbers (A =4.0,B=3.0,C=2.0,D=1.0,and F =
0.0), Landrum found a statistically significant higher GPA for
the average expected letter grade (3.03) than for the survey
item that included only grade criteria (GPA = 2.43).

One of the most interesting and perhaps unsettling expla-
nations of grade inflation is student sense of entitlement, a
right to high grades without earning them. Often, students
have not been held to high academic standards in the past
and believe they deserve high grades [10]. There appear
to be no studies published to date on the possible specific
relationship between secondary school grade inflation and
university or college grade inflation. Twenge and Campbell
assert that “students are increasingly inundated with self-
inflating messages throughout grade school” and that “these
students then enter college with a sense of entitlement to
grades, which is reinforced by evidence of grade inflation in
U.S. college and universities” [11] (page 3).

Ciani et al. [12] examined gender differences in academic
entitlement among college students and defined academic
entitlement as a sense of entitlement to an A grade, the right
to argue about a grade, or the belief that one does not have
to put in much effort to receive a high grade. In the first
of two studies they found that males reported significantly
more entitlement than females and that this relationship was
constant among classes. In their second study, participants
were assessed before and after a class. The researchers found
similar results and concluded that academic entitlement is
more likely due to a characteristic of the student rather than
the classroom context.

Although one study by Ciani et al. [12] reported signifi-
cant gender differences in academic entitlement among col-
lege students with males reporting more academic entitle-
ment, no studies examining the relationship between age and
expectancies related to grade inflation have been published;
Landrum [9] reported a significant degree of expected
grade inflation but did not examine age, gender, or ethnic
differences. The Landrum study was apparently the only
study in the research literature that specifically focused on
expected grade inflation. Kuh and Hu [13] reported that
white university students (88% of their sample) uniformly
achieved higher grades than students of color but did
not examine the relationship between ethnicity and grade
expectations.

Since there has been reported a significant gender differ-
ence in academic entitlement [12] with males reporting more
academic entitlement [9], the first hypothesis for this study
was that there will be gender differences in expected grade
inflation in college. The second hypothesis was that there
will be age differences in expected grade inflation because
each successive generation has shown increasing indicators of
narcissism or a sense of entitlement [11]. The third hypoth-
esis was that, because there are reported ethnicity differences
in obligation and entitlement [14] and entitlement can lead
to expectations of grade inflation, there might be ethnic
differences in expectations of grade inflation. Last, just as in
the Landrum [9] study, there might be a significant difference
for participants between the average expected letter grade
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TaBLE 1: Student characteristics.

Gender Age Ethnicity

Male = 9% <25 years = 26.5% Caucasian = 58.4%
26-35 years = 27.7% African American = 14.5%
36—45 years = 29.5% Hispanic = 15.1%
46-55years =13.9%  Asian American = 6%
56—65 years = 2.4% Other = 6%

Female = 91%

converted to a GPA number and the average participant
descriptive criteria for grades converted to a GPA number.

2. Method

2.1. Participants. Psychology, nursing, and education stu-
dents were recruited from an upper level university to com-
plete a survey regarding grade expectations and systems. A
total of 166 (91% female, 9% male) completed the survey. Of
these, 72.3% were undergraduates, and 27.7% were graduate
students. Table 1 presents a breakdown of the demographic
information of the sample.

2.2. Materials. Participants completed online an informed
consent form, demographic information questions, and six
survey grade inflation items presented in Table 2. Survey
item (1) was “My work in this class is best described as”
with six alternative answers. The six alternative answers were
the description criteria of letter grades A, B, C, D, and F
from the University of Houston-Victoria catalog with neither
letter grades attached nor listed as alternative answers. A
survey item similar to this was used by Landrum [9] in
his 1999 study. This question was constructed to measure
each participant’s current assessment of work in the class
surveyed without a typical letter grade. Survey item (3) was
“What grade do you expect to receive in this course?” The
six alternatives were typical letter grades. Survey item 2 was
included to see if students believe grading systems in college
should only include A or B grades because 72% of the
students reporting average work in the Landrum [9] 1999
study expected a grade higher than a C. Survey item 2 was
also included along with survey item 4 to make meaningful
comparisons with survey items 1 and 3.

2.3. Procedure. The participants were students enrolled in
online classes during the 2007-2008 academic year. They
completed the survey through a WebCT e-learning manage-
ment system. All students completed the materials designed
to assess their expectancies for class grades and university
grading.

2.4. Research Design and Statistical Analyses. The study’s
design based on survey data was quasiexperimental. Perti-
nent descriptive statistics were used to organize, summarize,
and simplify obtained data. A chi-square test for indepen-
dence was performed to determine if there was a statistically
significant relationship between grades based on description
criteria for grades (survey item 1) and expected letter grades
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TaBLE 2: Grade inflation survey questions.

(1) My work in this class is best described as
(a) excellent, superior achievement
(b) good, exceeding all requirements
(c) average, satisfactorily meeting all requirements
(d) poor, passing
(e) failing
(f) incomplete
(2) Grading systems in college should include only A or B grades.
(a) Strongly agree
(b) Agree
(c) Disagree
(d) Strongly disagree
(3) What grade do you expect in this course?
(a) A
(b) B
(¢)C
(d)D
(e) F
(f) Incomplete
(4) Which of the following best describes your general academic
ability?
(a) I am an A student
(b) IT'am a B student
(¢) T'am a C student
(d) ITam a D student
(e) Tam an F student

(survey item 3). Since the data were number counts instead
of averages, the above nonparametric statistical procedure
was required. A repeated-measures t-test was performed to
determine if there were statistically significant differences by
age, gender, and ethnicity on the grade inflation measures
(survey items in Table 2) between average grade based on
criteria for the grade and average expected letter grade. A
three-way independent-measures (IM) multivariate analysis
of variance (MANOVA) was performed to determine if there
were statistically significant differences by age, gender, and
ethnicity on the grade inflation measures (survey items in
Table 2). The Kruskal-Wallis test, a conservative nonpara-
metric test, was used to examine age differences on the
grade inflation measures. A chi-square test for independence
was performed to determine if age distributions for under-
graduate and graduate participants were similar to prevent
any confounding between age categories and student status
(undergraduate versus graduate).

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive Statistics. The descriptive statistical results
for the grade expectancy variables were interesting.

Exactly 44.9% of the participants reported current grade
point averages of 3.50 to 4.00, 31.7% reported grade point
averages of 3.00 to 3.49, and 20% reported grade point

averages of 2.50 to 2.99. Only 3.3% of the participants
reported grade point averages of 2.00 to 2.49.

Just 13.9% of the participants described their current
work in the class they were surveyed in (survey item 1) as
excellent, superior achievement (A grade criteria). Another
60.8% of the participants described their current work in
the class they were surveyed in (survey item 1) as good,
exceeding all requirements (B grade criteria). Thus, 74.7%
of the participants indicated that they met the criteria for an
A or B grade in the class they were surveyed in. Only 21.7%
of the participants described their current work as average,
satisfactorily meeting all requirements (C grade criteria). The
remaining 6% of the participants described their current
work in the class they were surveyed in as poor, passing (D
grade criteria). None of the participants described their work
as failing or incomplete in the class they were surveyed in.

Only 15.1% of the participants strongly agreed (6.6%) or
agreed (8.4%) that grading systems in college should include
only A or B grades (survey item 2). However, 96.4% of the
participants indicated that they expected to receive an A
(71.1%) or B (25.3%) letter grade (survey item 3) in the
course they were surveyed in, and 98.2% of the participants
described their general academic ability (survey item 4) as an
A student (62%) or B student (36.1%).

3.2. Inferential Statistics. A chi-square test for independence
revealed a statistically significant difference between the
grade based on description grade criteria (survey item 1) and
expected letter grade (survey item 3), chi-square (9, N =
166) = 67.54, P < .001. The average grade based on grade
criteria (survey item 1) was 2.85 (standard deviation = .69)
on a 4-point scale similar to GPA, while the average expected
letter grade (survey item 3) was 3.67 (standard deviation
= .57). A repeated-measures t-test identified a statistically
significant difference between grade based on grade criteria
(survey item 1) and expected letter grade (survey item 3),
t(165) = —15.7, P < .001.

A three-way independent-measures (IM) multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed to determine
if there were statistically significant differences by age,
gender, and ethnicity on the grade inflation measures.
The MANOVA indicated that there were no statistically
significant differences by age, gender, or ethnicity although
age differences on the grade inflation measures approached
statistical significance, F (24, 444) = 1.53, P = .052. The
observed power for age and ethnicity exceeded .80. The
observed power for gender was low (.40) and may have
contributed to the lack of a statistically significant difference
by gender on the grade inflation measures. The MANOVA
did indicate that there was only one statistically significant
interaction which was an age by ethnicity interaction, F (78,
706) = 1.33, P < .05, partial eta squared = .12, on the
academic ability measure, F (13, 706) = 2.71, P < .01, partial
eta squared = .21. However, since there were three missing
mean values in the cells, the significant interaction effect was
suspect and not considered valid.

Because age differences in the above MANOVA on the
grade inflation measures closely approached statistical sig-
nificance (P = .052), the Kruskal-Wallis test, a conservative



nonparametric test, was used to examine only the age dif-
ferences on the grade inflation measures. The Kruskal-Wallis
test did indicate a statistically significant difference by age
on the grade inflation measure of letter grade expectation,
H =9.97, P = .041. Post hoc pairwise comparisons using
the Mann-Whitney U test indicated statistically significant
differences between the 26-35 age group and the greater than
55 age group, U = 38, P = .011, and between the 4655 age
group and the greater than 55 years age group, U = 19.5,
P = .013, on the grade expected in this course. The 26-35
age group expected higher grades (mean rank 26.02) than
the greater than 55 age group (mean rank 19.5), and the 46—
55 age group expected higher grades (mean rank 15.15) than
the greater than 55 age group (mean rank 7.38). A chi-square
test for independence revealed no significant differences
between the distribution of age groups for undergraduate
versus graduate students in this study, chi-square (4, N =
166) = 5.25, P = .26, so age was not confounded with
undergraduate/graduate status.

4. Discussion

Surprisingly, only 15.1% of the participants strongly agreed
(6.6%) or agreed (8.4%) that grading systems in college
should include only A or B letter grades (survey item 2).
However, 96.4% of the participants indicated that they
expected to receive an A (71.1%) or B (25.3%) letter grade
(survey item 3) in the course they were surveyed in, and
98.2% of the participants described their general academic
ability as an A student (62%) or B student (36.1%) (survey
item 4). This position raises the interesting possibility that
students want or expect grade variability (not only A and
B grades), but they assume it is other students and, not
themselves, who are not A or B students. The high number
of students expecting A or B letter grades (96.4%) was
somewhat surprising for this sample since only 76.7% (45%
of the participants had grade point averages of 3.50 to
4.00, while 31.7% had grade point averages of 3.00 to 3.49)
reported current grade point averages of 3.00 or above.

As hypothesized, there was a statistically significant dif-
ference between participant responses to survey items (1)
and (3). Survey item (1) answers had more participants
choosing the description criteria for a B letter grade (60.8%)
than the description criteria for an A letter grade (13.9%),
while survey item (3) answers had more participants expect-
ing an A letter grade (71.1%) than a B letter grade (25.3%).
The use of familiar letter grades in survey question (3) led to
higher (perhaps less objective) grade expectations.

Another interesting result was that although 74.7% of the
participants indicated that they met the description criteria
for an A or B grade (survey item 1) in the class they were
surveyed in, 96.4% of the same participants indicated that
they expected to receive an A or B letter grade (survey item 3)
in the course. Thus, approximately 21.7% (96.4% — 74.7%)
of participants, even though they disclosed that they did
not meet the criteria for an A or B grade in the course
when they were surveyed, expected an A or B letter grade
in the course. These results along with the statistically
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significant chi-square test for independence results and the
repeated measures ¢-test results were similar to the results of
Landrum’s [9] 1999 study.

As hypothesized, there were significant age differences in
expected grade inflation. The current study is the first of its
kind to report statistically significant age differences in grade
expectation. To our knowledge, no other study has been
reported in the literature. The 26-35 age group in this study
expected higher grades (mean rank 26.02) than the greater
than 55 age group (mean rank 19.5), and the 46-55 age group
in this study expected higher grades (mean rank 15.15) than
the greater than 55 age group (mean rank 7.38). One possible
explanation for these results is that the over 55 age group
has more realistic grade expectations than either the 26-35
age group or the 46-55 age group. An alternative hypothesis
for these results is that the younger age groups are more
confident than the over 55 age group. A third possibility is
that the younger students have a greater sense of entitlement.

As discussed in the literature review section, there is
ample evidence that students have been increasingly expe-
riencing a greater sense of entitlement since the 1990s that
starts in secondary education or earlier, before students begin
taking college classes [15—17]. They may have brought a sense
of entitlement to the college classroom environment that in
turn contributes to creeping grade inflation. Indeed, there
appears to be a steady climb in indicators of a “culture of
narcissism” in the United States that promotes exaggerated
expectancies, an inflated sense of self, and entitlement [11].
Following the baby boomer generation, each successive
generation has shown increasing indicators of narcissism
[11]. Student entitlement has become so pervasive in higher
education that Lippmann et al. [18] have reported strategies
for dealing with students with a sense of entitlement.

The present study is limited since the comparison groups
were unequal (only 2.4% of sample participants were over
the age of 55) and the sample was not gender balanced.
Therefore, the results may not generalize as well to males as
females. Results of the MANOVA, however, found no gender
differences. Though the power of the test was limited due
to the small number of males in the sample, the lack of
significance suggests that males do not differ in their
expectancies. Since the observed statistical power for gender
in the three-way MANOVA was low (.40) and likely con-
tributed (only 9% of the sample participants were male) to
the lack of a statistically significant difference by gender
on the grade inflation measures, it was not surprising that
there was no statistically significant differences found for
gender in this study. This study should be repeated with
a gender-balanced sample. The observed statistical power
for ethnicity in the three-way MANOVA was more than
adequate (.84) to detect a statistically significant difference,
but no difference was found. Finally, to address any possible
concern that age and status (undergraduate versus graduate)
were confounded, a chi-square test for independence was
performed and revealed no significant differences between
the distributions of age groups for undergraduate versus
graduate students. Thus, age was not confounded with status.

The present study is the first of its kind to report sta-
tistically significant age differences in grade expectations.
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Specifically, students older than the age of 55 expected lower
grades than younger students. The current study also found
that while a small minority of students agreed that grading
systems in college should not include only A or B grades,
a large majority of students expected A or B grades. Thus,
student discrepancies between their expectations for grading
systems and their expected class grades were in line with
expectations that they should receive inflated grades.
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