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Course grades are free data associated with courses and information on the students
who take them, and this session shows how an assessment office can make good use of
this information. The session will show several ways to use grades and course
registration data to identify barriers to student success and learning. Real examples will
be used to show how to compute course difficulty, relative student abilities, and
grading consistency using hierarchical regression. New and published work shows the
links between grades and other outcomes, like learning measures, retention, teaching
styles, and post-graduation success.



In the early days of the assessment movement, campus assessment 
practices were consciously separated from what went on in the 
classroom. This separation helped increase the credibility of the 
generated evidence because, as “objective” data-gathering approaches, 
these assessments were free from contamination by the subject they 
were examining. Partly as a result, assessment practitioner rhetoric at 
the time strongly criticized grades as a valid and reliable measure of 
student learning. (p. 19, emphasis added)

Course Grades as Learning Assessments

Ewell, P. T. (2009, November). Assessment,  accountability, and improvement: 
Revisiting the tension. (Occasional Paper No. 1). Urbana, IL: University of Illinois and 
Indiana University, National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA).



1. course grades can be rather arbitrary (just ask any student),
2. course grades usually signify the perception of an individual 

instructor rather than the evaluative consensus of faculty as a 
whole,

3. course grades are notorious for inflation (“Grades here run the 
gamut from A- to A+”), and

4. course grades focus on individual students and individual 
courses, rather than on the goals embedded in an entire 
degree program. 

Objections to Grades

Self-study handbook for the Association of Theological Commission on Accreditation



Wealth Disparity

Chetty, R., Friedman, J. N., Saez, E., Turner, N., & Yagan, D. (2017). Mobility report 
cards: The role of colleges in intergenerational mobility (No. w23618). National 
Bureau of Economic Research.



Writing Assessments and GPA 

HERI National Surveys                                            Furman University
(N = 246,000)                                                                         (N = 18,000)

Eubanks, D., & Vanovac, S. (2020). Divergent Writer Development in 
College. The Journal of Writing Analytics, 4, 15-53.





Math Ability and Chemistry Grades



Grades and Timing

Eubanks, D. (2021) Assessing for student success. Intersection: A Journal at 
the Intersection of Assessment and Learning, 2(2).



Grades and Retention



Belongingness Survey Completion



Calculating course difficulty using grades has several benefits, like creating an 
adjusted student GPA. 

For each course section:
1. Find the cumulative GPA of each student in the section
2. Average these to get the expected GPA for the section 
3. Calculate the actual GPA of the section from grades assigned
4. Subtract GPA – expected GPA to get “grade lift”

When lift is positive, it means it was less difficult than expected to earn 
grades, etc. 

Course Difficulty



Measuring Course Difficulty



Grade Difficulty by Subject



Grade Variations and Averages



Dept. Grade Summaries

Millet, I. (2010). Improving 
Grading Consistency through 
Grade Lift Reporting. 
Practical Assessment, 
Research & Evaluation, 15(4). 



Grade = Student + Section + Subject + residual



Predicting Grade-Earning Ability



Lift Residuals and Subjects





Models of Learning Development



Match between Students and Subjects



USNA Study: Course Difficulty and Learning

Exploring a variety of mechanisms, we suggest that instructors 
harm students […] by producing misleading signals regarding 
the difficulty of the subject and the “soft skills” needed for 
college success.

Insler, M., McQuoid, A. F., Rahman, A., Smith, K. A. (2021). Fear and 
Loathing in the Classroom: Why Does Teacher Quality Matter?. IZA 
Institute of Labor Economics. DP 14036. 



Course Difficulty and Learning



Rethinking Grades

• Grades are averages of direct observations, not “indirect” by any reasonable definition

• Understanding student learning requires a lot of data. It’s unwise to discard the large corpus of 
grade data without looking at it. 

• For a graduate GPA is a reliable measure of subject learning in the major

• Understanding how students develop is a hierarchical problem: working from general to specific is 
a good approach. Because of their ubiquity, grades can do that in ways that disjoint assessment 
projects cannot.

• There are many use cases for grade data in combination with all sorts of data. An especially 
important application is to equity issues.
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