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Abstract

Academic institutions worldwide, from primary schools to universities, use grades or marks as a fundamental
sorting and signaling mechanism for students. The grades awarded to students should be indicative of learning
outcomes. However, do the grades awarded today accurately reflect student achievement in the classroom?
Grade inflation has become a widespread phenomenon within the education system in the past thirty years,
garnering massive condemnation among educators, researchers and the public. Some people even view grade
inflation as a scandal, an injustice and a violation of student trust. Nevertheless, there are some academic
institutions that find it convenient to ignore this problem and, in some cases, encourage the practice. In this paper,
we examine the various factors that can contribute to grade inflation. Additionally, we assess how grade inflation
can create problems for students, faculty, and society as a whole. Finally, we provide some suggestions and
recommendations to solve the problems of grade inflation.
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1. Introduction

The term ‘grade inflation’ denotes an increase in grade point average (GPA) without a concomitant increase in
achievement (Potter & Nyman, 2001). According to Eiszler (2002), grade inflation is the “student attainment of
higher grades independent of increased levels of academic attainment”. Therefore, grade inflation simply means
that students are given higher marks without demonstrating higher levels of mastery. Grade inflation can lead to
a compression of grades toward the top of the scale; therefore, the term ‘grade compression’ is also used to
express grade inflation. Some researchers have indicated that grade inflation is a symptom of a damaged grading
system. Grade inflation may put a larger number of students at the top of the grade distribution curve in a
particular class. In the absence of any grade inflation, an outstanding student would be awarded an ‘A+’ grade,
while a good student would receive a ‘B+’ grade. However, if the grades are inflated by the class instructor, then
both students may receive the same grade, making it difficult to differentiate their abilities.

Grade inflation has become the norm in many colleges and universities around the world. The grade point
averages of students have increased in the last 30 years. Nevertheless, this subject is rarely discussed in academia,
as it is a controversial issue. Even though most academic institutions are aware of the dangers of grade inflation,
the problem is typically overlooked. According to Franklin, Theall, and Ludlow (1991), grade inflation is a trend
that is out of control. Grade inflation is a global phenomenon, and previous studies indicate a steady rise in high
grades being assigned to students in schools, colleges and universities. A wide range of countries have
documented that the majority of academic institutions are awarding higher grades to current students for the
same level of work compared to their predecessors. In UK universities, the number of firsts and 2:1s has
increased in the past 10 years (Coughlan, 2014). Similarly, high school grades in the United States have
increased by as much as 12.5% between 1991 and 2003 (ACT, 2005). Similar increases in top marks and grades
have been documented in Canada, France, and Sweden, among many other countries (Alphonso, 2014; Bamat,
2014; Maagan & Shapira, 2013; Wikstrom & Wikstrom, 2005). By examining this phenomenon from a different
angle, not only have the grade point averages increased but also the proportion of high grades awarded to
students. This would be a great achievement if we truly believe that the rising grade averages of students in
academic institutions reflect an increase in student learning. However, most educators today agree that the
escalation of grade point averages is not due to increased learning or an increase in students’ knowledge and
skills. If grades are a form of academic currency, then grade inflation results in the devaluation of that currency.
Grade inflation erodes confidence in the whole system of academic evaluation, devaluing all grades and even the
degrees to which they lead (Juola, 1976; Pressley, 1976).
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According to Boretz (2004), accepting grade inflation as a practice damages the academic ethos. In academic
institutions, student proficiencies and competencies are the most important outcomes in the teaching-learning
process. However, the practice of grade inflation converts grades to currencies that are exchanged for enrollment
in a particular institution. Although no single institution or educator can do anything to combat a culture of grade
inflation, students may suffer significant harm if appropriate actions are not taken to curb this practice.

Some researchers have provided strong evidence regarding the negative consequences of grade inflation, but few
strategies have been developed by the appropriate parties to resolve this problem. Some institutions even
encourage the practice of grade inflation, ignoring the problem altogether. To understand the dilemma caused by
grade inflation at academic institutions, the author read numerous research reports and articles focusing on the
grading practices in different countries. Since this is a philosophical paper, the focus is on normative analysis of
grade inflation, rather than an empirical analysis. There are numerous philosophical papers on grading, but very
few have addressed the causes of grade inflation and even fewer have provided solutions to combat the problem.
Our purpose in this paper is to map out the various aspects of grade inflation. We begin by explaining why
various agents such as educators, academic institutions and the public engage in the practice of grade inflation.
Then, we examine the various consequences of grade inflation and conclude by presenting some simple steps
that academic institutions can take to resolve the problem of grade inflation.

2. The Causes of Grade Inflation

This section will address why different agents, such as educators, institutions and even the system, may engage
in grade inflation. After analyzing the available literature on the topic of grade inflation, we have identified some
specific causes for grade inflation.

2.1 Why Do Educators Engage in Grade Inflation

Nearly all academic institutions evaluate the performance of course instructors through student feedback. Faculty
evaluations are conducted numerically by scoring various components that indicate how the instructor performed
in comparison with his or her peers or the department as a whole. In most cases, student evaluations has a major
role in assessing the instructors’ teaching effectiveness and other decisions regarding contract renewals,
promotions, tenure and teaching awards. Therefore, the desire for job security and financial benefits may
encourage some instructors to practice grade inflation. Students also tend to gravitate toward instructors who
inflate grades and away from those who do not, making the classes of instructors awarding higher grades fill up
more rapidly. In some cases, this may lead to fewer students in the classes of instructors who grade honestly,
which can possibly lead to a reduction in their pay for the course undertaken. Some faculty members may also
frequently engage in grade inflation to save time. Typically, these are teachers who resist giving low grades to
students because they do not want to spend most of their office hours giving justifications for low grades on
assignments or examinations. Hence, to avoid such situations with their students, some faculty members simply
award high grades.

The problem of grade inflation is exacerbated by the rise in the number of part-time faculty members, whose job
security and compensation may vary by semester. According to Brian (1998), temporary and part-time teachers
lack both the opportunity and the incentive to assume appropriate responsibility for the general academic
development of their students. The non-tenured faculty members are more likely to give higher grades to
students than their tenured counterparts to ensure strong evaluation ratings for their teaching. Therefore,
non-tenured faculty members may rely on positive course evaluations to ensure continued employment, which
motivates them to inflate grades (Boretz, 2004).

Moreover, instructors may also practice grade inflation due to concern for their students’ psychology, motivation
and life prospects. Some educators admit that students today face excessive parental and social pressures to
achieve high grades. Under such circumstances, teachers may decide that grade inflation is preferable to causing
deep psychological harm to students or preventing them from attaining their future prospects. In this respect,
grade inflation may be perceived by some teachers as a personal expression of care toward their students
(Finefter-Rosenbluh & Levinson, 2015).

2.2 Why Institutions Engage in Grade Inflation

Academic institutions are enrollment-driven and every semester they face enormous pressure to enroll more
students. Today greater competition for student enrollment between and within institutions is a prime factor for
grade inflation. If students are not awarded high grades in a particular university, then they will transfer to
another university where high grades are easily awarded. Universities that have financial constraints are more
likely to inflate grades in order to attract more students. A study of 544 academic institutions revealed that 77%
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of these institutions adopted some form of innovation in their grading system. These changes in grading policy
have led to a rise in grade point averages (Collins & Nickel, 1975). An increase in grade point averages was also
reported by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, which summarized the findings of several studies
involving 180 universities and surveys of over 50,000 students (Rosovsky & Hartley, 2002).

Moreover, most academic institutions believe in the customer-based concept that “we are here to serve and
please customers”. Some researchers, such as Brian (1998), state that as the cost of education has increased,
students have been led to expect a greater value for the money that they spent on their education. Consequently,
pressure exists on academic institutions to deliver grades that will satisfy students and parents, regardless of
whether or not the standards of excellence are met.

Most academic institutions subscribe to the myth that high grades and success are closely linked, particularly in
terms of future success. By awarding high grades to the students, academic institutions often try to give signals
to admissions officers and potential employers that their students are comparatively better than others. Therefore,
grades are often used as a tool by the academic institutions to gain a strong foothold in the competitive
marketplace.

2.3 Why the System Engages in Grade Inflation

The educational system, whether it is at the district, the state or the national level, may decide to inflate students’
grades for two main reasons: (1) to enhance the accessibility of education and future job prospects and (2) to
maintain a positive public image. Occasionally, state administrators have incentive to inflate test scores across
public board examinations in order to achieve high passing rates among the students. Administrators may even
change the grading system or the assessment rules so that failure rates decline and more students achieve higher
marks on board exams. This can encourage state administrators to set lower passing scores on state exams so that
a larger number of students will pass the exams rather than fail.

Moreover, the notion of ‘equal opportunity for all’ can also encourage the system to implement strict grading
structures. This is due to the concern that if educators practice strict grading for board exams, then there is the
possibility that a large number of students could fail the exams and potentially lose out on opportunities in higher
education and the workplace. Nevertheless, we must understand that grade inflation will not resolve social
inequalities, just as printing more money will not alleviate poverty. At the national level, grade inflation is a
negative-sum situation that imposes serious costs on society.

3. The Consequences of Grade Inflation

This section presents three different potential victims of grade inflation: the students, the academic institutions
and society as a whole.

3.1 How Students Are Affected

Grade inflation may mislead students regarding their actual degree of academic performance. If teachers award
higher grades to students than what they actually deserve, then the students will misunderstand their own
capabilities. The students may believe that they are well-prepared to succeed at endeavors for which they have
insufficient knowledge and skills.

Grade inflation may also result in grade compression, where higher grades are awarded for average or even
relatively poor performance. Grade compression is mainly unfair to the best students in the class, who may have
to share the same good grades with less hardworking classmates (Finefter-Rosenbluh & Levinson, 2015).
Therefore, this may discourage the hardworking students from achieving their full potential. Grade inflation
therefore promotes mediocrity by giving less-qualified students more than they deserve, diminishing student
effort and achievement (Lackey & Lackey, 2006).

Another problem is that grade inflation can deteriorate the work ethic of students. If high grades are awarded
easily, then students may believe that they do not need to work as much to achieve high grades. Students may
also carry this attitude into subsequent classes. In the case of prerequisite courses, students may have a false
sense of mastery regarding that course. This can create problems, as the student may find it difficult to do well in
the advanced courses due to a lack of adequate knowledge on the prerequisite course.

Grade inflation may influence the course selection process of the students. Students often quickly identify
teachers who practice grade inflation and attempt to select their classes. Some students may even postpone
taking certain courses until they are taught by instructors who practice grade inflation (Stanoyevitch, 2008).
Grade inflation may also encourage students to select subjects or majors where they can easily obtain higher
grades.
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3.2 How Institutions Are Affected

Grade inflation may have a negative impact on institutions such as schools, universities and potential employers.
The reliability of grades is vital in employment, scholarship and admission-related decisions. Students who
graduate must have a GPA higher than a certain threshold in order to obtain opportunities in the labor market or
access higher education. Due to grade inflation, transcripts and other similar documents that provide academic
proof of credentials may lose some of their value.

Krautmann and Sander (1999) assert that grade inflation dilutes the role of educational credentials when
screening workers in the labor market. In the labor market, grades are an indicator of the candidate’s level of
knowledge, skills and achievement in a particular subject or field. Grades are also used by potential employers to
assess a candidate’s learning capability and attitude toward work. If employers believe that a certain school or
university engages in grade inflation, the value of a 4.0 GPA will not carry the same weight as it should.
Employers cannot use these grades to make meaningful distinctions among job applicants while conducting any
hiring decisions, as inflated grades do not reflect whether the candidate actually has the knowledge and skills
required for the job.

Grades are also used by admission officers to award admissions or scholarships within and across universities.
Grade inflation may lead to less qualified students enrolling in respectable institutions, which can later harm the
reputation of these institutions. Therefore, grade inflation causes grades to fail their positive functions of-
providing feedback on student performance, motivating students, guiding them in future decisions and providing
a basis for recruitment and enrollment decisions.

Moreover, grade inflation can have a negative impact on the academic standing of schools and universities, as
their degrees will have less value in the market. Schools and universities that practice grade inflation may be
classified as “grade sellers” and at some point, their graduates may become less marketable.

3.3 How Society Is Affected

Grade inflation may increase social disparities and inequalities, as students who can afford to attend schools or
universities that award comparatively higher grades will achieve unearned advantages in college and graduate
admissions. Due to inflated grades, these students also may have better opportunities in the job market, which
enhances social disparity and socioeconomic inequality. Schools are the primary institutions for credentialing
students. Grades enable young people to gain or lose access to further education, as well as vocational and career
opportunities. In an impartial society, academic institutions would be structured in a manner that prevents
inequality in grading practices, which is the opposite of what is currently happening.

4. Recommendations

After reading numerous papers on grade inflation, we have concluded that it is crucial for the respective
authoroties to take corrective actions inorder to attain positive changes in the grading process. In some cases, the
most difficult task would be to convince the respective authorities that grade inflation is a problem and that
actions are needed to mitigate it. In this section, we present some easy steps that can be taken by university
administration and department chairs to prevent grade inflation.

4.1 Resource Allocation to Academic Units Should Not Be Based Solely on Student Enrollment

The motivation for grade inflation within and across departments often stems from the fact that university
resources are directly linked to increased enrollment in each department or school. According to Butler (1975),
grades have become a tool in the increasingly aggressive competition for enrollment. Often there is a tremendous
pressure on deans and department chairs to increase student enrollment. Hence, they may engage in grade
inflation to achieve higher enrollment. Since enrollment patterns in a particular department or school can
fluctuate for various reasons, such as market trends, parental pressure or personal preferences, we propose that
student enrollment should not be the only criteria used for decisions regarding resource allocation.

Low student enrollment may also influence the grading behavior of the course instructors. In some academic
institutions, classes with only a few students enrolled will be cancelled by the administration, or the faculty
member will not receive full payment for teaching the course. This can motivate faculty members to practice
grade inflation so that their class does not get cancelled, as they realize that students are attracted to instructors
that are easy graders. To prevent this situation, it is important for the university administration to realize that
certain courses may have low enrollments due to legitimate reasons, such as poor timing, required prerequisites,
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or course syllabus difficulty. In this case, the faculty members should not be penalized for low student
enrollment.

4.2 Institutions Should Use a Balanced Method to Evaluate Faculties

Teachers are often evaluated by a student evaluation system, but this technique does not often reflect how
rigorous the courses are or what standards of teaching the teachers use in the class. The faculty evaluation forms
generally reflect how popular the teachers are with the students. By engaging in these popularity contests, the
faculty members often decrease the level of academic rigor in their courses, which is a prime symptom of grade
inflation. To overcome this problem, it is important that faculty evaluations be more transparent. To empower
faculty members to increase the rigor of course content and apply fair grading practices, faculty evaluations need
to be more diversified. The faculty member could be rated not only by students but by a senior member of
his/her department. This will ensure that the student evaluation was not the only factor used to evaluate his/her
performance every semester. This will also discourage the faculty members from inflating grades by either
dropping the more difficult material from the course syllabus or grading more leniently.

It is unfortunate that in many institutions, an instructor’s success rate is judged only by the student evaluation
scores. This may encourage instructors to succumb to the lure of grade inflation. Therefore, another important
factor would be to re-design the evaluation metrics so that greater emphasis is provided on faculty reviews and
comments, instead of on the average evaluation rating of a particular course. If students are asked the right
questions on the evaluation forms, then the students’ comments will allow administrators to understand the rigor
and academic standards of a course.

4.3 Provide Instructor Training on Fair Student Assessment

New faculty members or part-time faculty members, who are more likely to practice grade inflation, should be
asked to attend mandatory workshops on fair grading practices. Senior faculty members who have been
identified as being accomplished in the areas of rigorous grading and effective teaching may be sent to these
workshops to mentor or train these new instructors. This will be instrumental in enhancing teaching effectiveness
and reducing faculty defensiveness during evaluations.

4.4 Educate the Students about Grading Policies

Educators are often misguided in assuming that students understand the grading policies of the academic
institution. Often, new students who enroll in a college or university learn about grading policies from their peers
or senior classmates, who can mislead them. It is important for academic institutions and individual faculty
members to clearly articulate the standards that are expected of their students. These statements of standards
should also appear in the syllabi of their courses, so that students will understand what is expected of them and
the grading policies that will be applied for assessment. Discussing grading policies and standards will help
restore fair grading practices. This discussion will also help students to have realistic expectations about what
grades they deserve based on the performance delivered. Furthermore, administrators must incorporate an
obligatory session on the grading policies of the university during new student orientation programs. These
orientation sessions should be led by a panel of faculty members and high-achieving student speakers who can
discuss their experiences regarding challenging courses and their views regarding the grading system.

4.5 Chair and Program Heads Should Hold Regular Meetings to Discuss Grading Trends

The lack of accountability and scrutiny is another cause of grade inflation. In most cases, faculty members are
not asked to justify the grades that they award to their students unless someone complains. Moreover, the faculty
members are not held accountable for the rigor of their classes or what assessment tools they utilize in the class.
The department chairs should hold meetings every semester to provide feedback to the faculty members on their
teaching effectiveness and student assessment. If an instructor has provided a grade that deviates significantly
from the departmental average, then he/she should be asked to justify the discrepancy and, if necessary, adjust
his/her grading system. This will discourage faculty members from practicing grade inflation, as they will be
held accountable for their grading practices.

In these meetings, the departmental chairs should provide each faculty members with performance statistics
regarding his or her grade distribution summary, class mean GPAs, and a histogram of the assigned grades,
alongside the departmental average. The GPA mean of every course should be included alongside the teaching
evaluation score of the class to help identify any sign of grade inflation. Written policies and guidelines for
grading should be distributed to all faculty members, including the part-time and adjunct instructors.
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4.6 Use of the Quota System

Restricting the number of high grades that instructors can award to their students in a particular class is another
way to combat grade inflation. This approach was adopted by Princeton in 2004 when the administration
provided guidelines to all faculty members stating that, on average, no more than 35% of the grades awarded in
undergraduate courses should be in the ‘A’ range.

Department chairs or heads can prepare comparative statistics every year to indicate how each department has
reported its grade distribution compared to other departments. Based on the findings, the university
administrators can create a policy for allocating a quota on the number of ‘A’s among their departments.
However, the quota system has limitations, as it may prevent a fraction of the students from receiving the grades
that they actually deserve. In less rigorous courses, a large number of students in the class may rightfully deserve
an ‘A’ grade, but if the quota system is applied, some of these students will be unfairly penalized.

5. Conclusion

Most of the academic institutions that practice grade inflation believe in the notion of “student consumerism”,
which states that students want their money’s worth and therefore want to obtain easy ‘A’ grades. Moreover,
there is an innate obligation instilled in academic institutions to inflate grades to help their poorer-performing
students to acquire better opportunities in the job market. However, it is important for these institutions to
understand that, in the long run, the institution’s reputation and student proficiencies are more important than
individual grades. Nevertheless, some people believe that grade inflation is unavoidable as it is ‘costless’ to
award good grades to the students. In this paper, we have discussed various negative consequences of grade
inflation to prove that grade inflation is not really costless, as it can have a negative impact on graduates,
potential employers, the reputation of academic institutions and the well-being of society.

In conclusion, after reading numerous papers that focus on grade inflation, we believe it is time to take
constructive steps to solve this issue. It is important for academic institutions to begin the dialogue on grade
inflation by first acknowledging that it is a serious problem that can have a variety of long term negative
consequences. In this paper, we have provided six basic reform suggestions that can be adopted by academic
institutions to alleviate the problem of grade inflation. It is our hope that this paper will create more awareness
regarding grade inflation and stimulate further discussions in order to formulate new strategies to combat grade
inflation.
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