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Notes about forum:!

At this time, no decisions have been made and no 
actions have been taken.  

The USG Academic Affairs Committee presents this 
information with as little bias as possible. 

We are looking to you for questions, comments, and 
suggestions on what else we should consider. 

An all-campus referendum opening next week will allow YOU to 
vote on whether or not to recommend the change, and hopefully 

this information will help you make an informed decision. 



Why Have an Open Forum?!

USG Academic Affairs Committee started asking questions: 
•  Why doesn’t Case Western have +/- grades?!
•  Do other colleges and universities have +/- grades?!

•  What are the benefits?!
•  What are the problems and disadvantages?!

So we started doing research 



American Association of Universities (AAU) Survey!

A survey was sent to the AAU 
•  84% of AAU schools have some type of +/- system!

-  Including:!

-  Not including: !

Duke 
 Emory 

 Harvard 
 Johns Hopkins 

 Northwestern 
Cornell 

 Princeton 
 University of Michigan 

 University of Pittsburgh 
 University of Cincinnati 
University of Rochester 

University of Florida 

University of Arizona 
 Michigan State University 

 Texas A&M University 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 



+/- Study from Western Kentucky University (WKU)!

Comprehensive Study 
•  Includes +/- grading research from Wake Forest, North 

Carolina State,  Loyola, University of Cincinnati!

•  Advantages!
•  Disadvantages!
•  Myths!



Advantages: +/- Study from WKU!

Reported Advantages: 
•  More accurate reflection of academic achievement!
•  Feedback is more informative to the student regarding 

work quality!
•  More motivation to do work to improve grade at the end of 

the semester—still possible to increase from B to B+, 
whereas in some cases currently the grade is ‘locked’ 
regardless of end-of-semester performance!

•  A-level students have greater competitive edge when 
applying to graduate school!

•  Current grades will not be changed (compared to 
alternatives to a +/- system, like a 15 point system)!



Disadvantages: +/- Study from WKU!

Reported Disadvantages: 
•  GPA may decrease overall (see WKU model)!
•  Possibility of greater clerical error in grade reporting!

Year more – than + No Change More + than - 
1997 34.4 42.4 23.1 

North Carolina State +/- Grading Report 



Wake Forest !

Wake Forest Computer-model of +/- GPA effect 



Myths: +/- Study from WKU!

Myths about common concerns: 
•  “+/- Grading will cause grade deflation”!

-response: see Wake Forest model!
•  “Students will not be able to retain scholarships”!

-response: no substantial change in GPA!

•  “Students will transfer because of displeasure with a 
+/- system”!
-response: majority of schools (>80%) have +/-!



Grading Scales!

Common Grading Scale: 
Grade GPA Grade GPA 
A or A+ 4.000 C 2.000 
A- 3.667 C- 1.667 
B+ 3.333 C+ 1.333 
B 3.000 D 1.000 
B- 2.667 D- .667 
C+ 2.333 F 0 

Another option: the A+=4.333 
Also, graded on +/- but not shown or calculated on transcript 



The argument: “competition, frustration, and stress”!

The “More” argument: 
•  More difficult to get an A, students will have to work 

harder to achieve same results!
•  More grade groupings increases number of students 

who will want to be “bumped up”!
The “Less” argument: 

•  Student with an 89.4 will no longer get the same grade 
as a student with a 79.5!

•  Less difference between grading steps, decreases 
number of students who will want to be “bumped up” !



Georgia State: Measurement Study!

“Scholars of measurement theory have severely criticized the simple letter-grade 
grading system and the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and 

Admissions Officers has urged institutions to move to grading systems, such as the 
one proposed, which provide more possible grades than the simple letter-grade 

system. The consensus among scholars of measurement theory is such that 
Admissions and Standards has been unable to find a scholarly publication which 
defends the simple letter-grade system, while many scholarly articles attack it. 

The fundamental argument against the simple letter-grade system is that, because it 
allows only 5 possible grades, it allows for too much grouping error. To simplify a bit, 
grouping error occurs because the mean of the actual grades within an interval will 

be lower than the mean of the interval. Here is an example. Suppose that a 
professor is computing grades on a 0-100 system and that everyone who earns a 
score greater than or equal to 80 and less than 90 receives a B. In effect, all those 
who are given a B are given the same grade--an 85 (the midpoint between 80 and 

90). But, if grades are distributed on a bell curve, there will be more grades below 85 
than grades above 85. So if one averaged the numerical scores that the professor 

used to do the grading, this average would be less than 85. The grouping error is the 
difference between the grade reported to the Registrar (in this case, 85) and the 
actual average of those in that grade interval. The effect of grouping error is to 

inflate the performance of weaker students and reduce the reliability of grading.” 



MSASS +/- change!

This is the first year of MSASS +/- implementation: 
•  More than two-thirds of students voted to make the 

change!
•  Only 7 out of 313 students were from Case Western 

undergraduate [since more than 80% of other 
universities have +/- grading systems, the majority of 
students were voting for a system that they had already 
experienced]!

•  No change in graduation rate so far (requires 3.0 to 
graduate)!

•  Undergraduate +/- doesn’t factor in admissions to 
MSASS!



Summary!

Are the disadvantages or advantages more compelling?: 
•  More than 80% of universities have +/- systems, 

including most peer institutions!
•  Campus average GPA may somewhat drop!

•  Allows more accurate feedback for work and more 
incentive to work hard to get the next higher grade at 
the end of the semester (making all work in a semester 
is relevant)!

Questions? 
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