
 
 
 
 
 

An Analysis of Grade Distribution at a University in Southern Alabama  
Across Fields in Human and Health Services 

 
by 
 

Ava M. Tabb 
 
 
 
 

A dissertation submitted to the Graduate Faculty of 
Auburn University 

in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the Degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy 
 

Auburn, Alabama 
December 12, 2020 

 
 
 

Keywords: grade distribution, grade inflation, 
 instructional delivery, distance education 

 
 

Copyright 2020 By Ava M. Tabb 
 
 

Approved by  
 

James Witte, Chair, Professor of Educational Foundations, Leadership, and Technology 
Maria Witte, Professor of Educational Foundations, Leadership & Technology 

Leslie Cordie, Associate Professor of Educational Foundations, Leadership, and Technology 
Jane Teel, Associate Clinical Professor of Educational Foundations, Leadership, and Technology 

 
 

 
 
 
 
  



 ii 

Abstract 
 

This study analyzed grade distributions of academic disciplines of Human Services, 

Social Work, and Nursing at a university in Southern Alabama during the 2019- 2020 academic 

year. Grade distributions were compared to examine the important aspect of instructional course 

delivery methods: Is there a significant difference in mean grades for each of six courses (HS 

3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, SWK 4480) instructed online vs. 

traditional face-to-face courses at a university in Southern Alabama? Several T-tests were used 

to determine significant differences in the grade distributions. Significant differences were found 

in the mean grade in traditional classroom course sections and the mean grade of distance 

education course sections for SWK 3375 with traditional classroom course sections experiencing 

a higher variation of grade distribution than did distance education course sections. Additional 

findings from this study indicated that instructional delivery methods does not significantly 

influence mean grades, and students tend to perform consistently regardless of the instructional 

delivery setting in HS 3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 4471, and SWK 4480.  

The practice of high stakes testing was also analyzed in this quantitative study. A 

crosstabulation and Chi-square analysis was used to examine the difference of grade distributions 

between Social Work (SWK 4471 and SWK 4472) and Nursing (NSG 2271 and NSG 2282) high 

stakes testing courses.  Findings from this study indicated a significantly difference in grade 

distributions between Social Work (SWK 4471, SWK 4472) and Nursing (NSG 2271, NSG 

2282) high stakes testing courses. Furthermore, a descriptive analysis was used to measure the 

central tendency of grade distribution in high stakes testing courses in 32 courses high stakes 

testing in Nursing, Social Work, and Human Services: NSG 2202, NSG 2255, NSG 2256, NSG 

2265, NSG 2266, NSG 2271, NSG 2280, NSG 2281, NSG 2282, NSG 3301 (2 sections), NSG 
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3310 (2 sections), NSG3300 (2 sections); SWK 3340, SWK 4471 (3 sections), SWK 4472, SWK 

4482 (3 sections), SWK 4483 (3 sections); HS 3310 (4 sections) and HS 3399 (2 sections). In 

this quantitative study, data were gathered through a method of secondary analysis by a 

university in Southern Alabama and distributed to the researcher for compilation and statistical 

analysis. Findings from this study indicated that SWK had significantly higher distribution of As, 

66%, than expected and significantly less Bs, 24%, Cs, 5%, Ds, 3%, and Fs, 1%. The HS 

program had significantly higher distribution of As (44%) than expected, less Bs (23%) and Cs 

(25%), and more Fs (6%) and less Ds (2%); however, these findings did not indicate a 

statistically significant higher mean in nursing grades or an increase in the percentage of grades 

awarded. No other significant differences were found.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic is causing a seismic shift in how colleges and universities 

create and diffuse knowledge. In higher education, the faculty are at the center of this facet of 

higher learning. Faculty appointments may be full-time or part-time and may be tenured, tenure-

track, or non-tenure-track. University faculty members undertake research, teaching, and service 

roles to carry out the academic work of their respective institution (Hamrick, 2020). We now 

consider ‘outreach’ as a basic responsibility of faculty (American Council on Education, 2019). 

Hamrick (2020) noted that of the three roles of teaching, research, and service, the teaching role 

is the most widely shared among faculty members across colleges and universities. Within the 

category of teaching, faculty must maintain the responsibility for grading practices for 

measurement of instruction and student performance. Assigning grades is one of the most 

important measurement decisions that faculty can make (Chiekem, 2015). The grading practices 

used by many faculty members are designed to communicate a student’s performance in a 

number of areas, including academic achievement and behavioral factors such as student effort, 

conduct, and attitude (Allen, 2005). 

Grading practices have gone through many changes throughout history. At times, 

teachers used grades for purposes of instructional planning; while, at other times, they employed 

grades to sort students for college or graduate school. In early times, grading was performance 

based, indicative of a fixed standard. Later, instructors graded on a curve, which allowed 

students to be compared to their classmates (Olsen, 1995). Despite the ongoing changes in 

grading practices, the trend in the 1940s was toward a five-point system (A, B, C, D, F). Before 
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the end of the 1940s more than 80% of the nation’s schools had some form of the five-point 

system (Kirschenbaum, Napier, & Simon, 1971). 

Over the last half-century, new pressures of grading policies have challenged the 

traditional purpose and civic mission of higher education. As such, Reeves (2008) argues that 

because grading polices have a direct effect on the grades that students receive, it is important 

that educational institutions carefully consider what practices best measure students’ 

performances, including behavior and participation, or whether grades should just represent a 

student’s proficiency in a given subject. Some educators have even questioned the value of using 

grades at all, claiming that using extrinsic rewards to reinforce learning teaches students to care 

more about their performance on assessment than on what they learn (Edwards, 1999). The 

major reason for assigning grades is to create a public record of a student’s academic 

achievement that can accurately and effectively communicate to others the level of mastery of a 

subject a student has demonstrated (Airasian & Russell, 2001). College and university grades can 

influence a student’s graduation prospects, academic motivation, postgraduate job choice, 

professional and graduate school selection, and access to loans and scholarships (Healy & 

Rojstaczer, 2012).  

As grade distribution remains at the forefront of discussions at higher education 

institutions, the instructional practices and methodologies are essential to the examination of 

student learning. Some instructional practices in higher education have included the application 

of social construction in the classroom. Social construction is defined as an idea that has been 

created and accepted by the people in a society where the focus tends to shift from the teacher to 

the student.  In a socially constructed classroom, the focus tends to shift from the teacher to the 

student. The classroom is no longer a place where the teacher serves as the expert lecturing to 
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passively involved students; in the social construction model, the students are urged to be 

actively involved in their own process of learning (University College Dublin, 2010). It is a 

process for learning based on sociocultural principles in which learners deepen their 

understanding of a topic through social interaction, dialogue, negotiation of ideas, or other 

collaborative activities (Windschitl, 2002). With consideration of the andragogical principles, the 

instructor can tailor the instruction to meet students’ interest by involving the students in 

planning the learning objectives, activities, and solving real-world business problems. 

Andragogy improves communication between student and teacher; whereby, they work together 

as partners to design instructional content and methods to suit the students’ needs (Chan, 2010).  

Some experts argue the best way to detect grade inflation would be to examine instances 

where there is a large variation between grades and high stakes test (Gillum, Sanchez, & 

Younger, 2008). By definition, testing becomes high stakes when the outcomes are used to make 

decisions about promotion, admission, graduation, and salaries. High-stakes testing is one of the 

most controversial issues in education today. Although high-stakes testing has been commonly 

associated with K-12 standardized tests, students in college also experience high-stakes testing in 

such as the classroom. An emphasis on testing places additional stress on both faculty and 

students (Ennes & Jones, 2018).  

The discussion of grade inflation is an ongoing topic of researchers to explore. The 

inflation of grade demonstrates a rise in the average grades assigned to a student. Commonly, in 

higher education, grade inflation describes a practice among universities and colleges that 

deflates or lowers the actual, real value of an A. This practice creates the notion that instead of 

being an indicator of exceptional achievement, a grade of an A becomes an average grade among 

students. This in turn dilutes the standard of excellence within these institutions, making it 
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difficult to correlate grades with student knowledge and level of competency (Courts & Tucker, 

2010). Another less known version of grade inflation is ‘content deflation’ where students 

receive the same grade as students in the past but with less work required and less learning 

attained (Cohen, 1984).  The problem of grade inflation originated in the Vietnam era, when 

college students with high grades, generally a B average, could be exempted from the draft. If a 

professor assigned a student a C, it meant the possibility of that student being drafted into 

military service (Casalaspi, 2016). Partly in response to changes and attitudes about the nature of 

teaching, and to ensure that male students maintained their full-time status, grade point averages 

(GPAs) rose rapidly. When the war ended, so did the rise in grades awarded (Rojstaczer, 2010).   

 More recent researchers argue that grade inflation may be plateauing more than was 

commonly believed. Carter and Lara (2016) reviewed grade distributions at the University of 

California (UC) and California State University (CSU), and many of the campuses showed an 

upward trend between 2009 and 2013. However, when they analyzed the data for statistical 

significance, only five out of nine of the UC campuses (Berkeley, Riverside, Santa Barbara, San 

Diego, and UCLA) showed a significant increase in GPAs over that time (Carter & Lara, 2016). 

Grade inflation trends were even less noticeable among CSU campuses: only one third had 

significantly higher GPAs across the years observed (Dominguez Hills, East Bay, Fullerton, 

Northridge, Pomona, San Diego, San Jose, and San Luis Obispo).  

This study examines grade distribution at a southern 4-year university, in its in its 

College of Health and Human Services (CHHS). This university is a public institution comprised 

of a network of campuses statewide and worldwide. The university provides a variety of 

educational programs for undergraduate and graduate programs. The university is accredited by 

the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges to award associate, 
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bachelor’s, master’s, educational specialist, and doctoral degrees. In this research study, I 

examined the distribution of grades within the CHHS with a focus on the academic disciplines of 

Nursing, Social Work, and Human Services.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine the relationship between traditional 

classroom and distance education instructional delivery methods in relation to grade distribution 

patters for specified academic disciplines Human Services (HS), Nursing (NSG), and Social 

Work (SWK) at a university in South Alabama. The study further examined high stakes testing 

courses in programs of HS, NSG and SWK and grade distribution and to explore the possibility 

of grade inflation at a university in Southern Alabama. In this research, secondary data was 

obtained from faculty, and the researcher analyzed the data to answer the proposed research 

questions. The data represents final grades and grade points assigned within a semester of 

traditional face-to-face setting (16 weeks) and distance education setting (9-week online term) 

courses at a university in south Alabama. This research investigated three academic disciplines: 

Nursing (NSG), Social Work (SWK), and Human Services (HS). 

Information based on this study will be instrumental in informing institutional 

administrators in course program curriculums, as well assisting in the efforts to develop effective 

strategies for assignment of grade points for grade distribution. The grade distributions of the 

disciplines were compared in order to identify and understand any significant differences 

between the three academic disciplines.  
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Research Questions 

Three research questions guided this study: 
 
1. What is the average mean grade for high stakes testing courses for each of three (Nursing, 

Social Work, and Human Services) undergraduate programs?   

2. Is there a significant difference in mean grades for each of six courses (HS 3310, SWK 

2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, SWK 4480) instructed online vs. traditional?   

3. Is there a difference in grade distributions between Social Work (SWK 4471, SWK 4472) 

and Nursing (NSG 2271, NSG 2282) high stakes testing courses? 

Significance of the Study 

This study is designed primarily to benefit faculty by providing objective information 

with which they can critically review the academic performance of students enrolled in 

undergraduate courses with master-level course syllabi and set grade assignments. The critical 

review can support decision-making about course curricula along with the social construction of 

a course with multiple sections. Faculty would be able to review significant differences in 

academic performance of students in NSG, SWK, and HS in order to better understand course 

development and planning. This study can also provide a framework for further discussion 

regarding the appropriate instructional delivery, whether traditional setting or distance education, 

for best academic performance.  

 As administrators work to develop ways to reform grade inflation, it is necessary to know 

strategies for reducing grade inflation. Administrators often do not realize that grade inflation 

undermines the value of college teaching, provides a distorted view of enrollment numbers and 

actual retention rates, and even can negatively affect the university’s allocation of resources 

(Johnson, 2003). This study provides information for advising about coursework is performance 
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based on actual outcomes rather than perceptions. The findings from this study contribute to the 

research of high stakes testing in higher education, thus bringing about grading reform that better 

reflects student academic achievement. This study is important because it provides direction for 

all stakeholders involved to examine the instructional practices in assigning grade points and 

how the effects of grade points across the flow of a course determine final course grades. This 

research will assist universities to also promote success by acknowledging and revamping their 

preventative measures in order to correct ineffective instructional practices, thereby, minimizing 

grade inflation. 

Assumptions of the Study 

Assumptions are certain aspects of the study that are assumed to be true given the population, 

statistical test uses, and research designs. As part of the research, several assumptions were made 

prior to the study: I have made the following assumptions: 

1. The data obtained are representative of the full sample of mean grades in NSG, SWK, 

and HS. 

2. The data collected for this study are accurate, as it is obtained from the faculty teaching 

courses at the university. It is assumed that the faculty does not temper answers based on 

external or internal factors. 

3. The instrumentation of data collection for the faculty report is appropriate for measuring 

the grade points and the distribution of grades. 
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Limitations of the Study 

Limitations are potential weaknesses in the study that are out of the researcher’s control. These 

are restrictions on the study that cannot be dismissed and could affect the design of the study. 

The following are limitations of this research: 

1. The use of secondary data. Reidel’s (2000) study stated that secondary data analysis is 

simply the act of analyzing data that were originally collected for another purpose. 

Johnson (2011) later agreed that the use of secondary data places limitations on the 

research and the researcher. 

2. This study is limited to the population of undergraduates enrolled in courses of Nursing, 

Social Work, and Human Services.  

3. This study is limited to the participants of the faculty teaching undergraduate and 

graduate courses in Nursing, Social Work, and Human Services.  

4. The data obtained were from faculty teaching courses in CHHS for the academic year of 

2019–2020.  

5. The data used in this research were specific to the university from which they were 

collected.  
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Definitions of Terms 

Academic year: For the purposes of this study, the academic year refers to the fall and spring 

semester, Term 1 and Term 2 for the years under study (Fall 2019 and Spring 2020; Term 

1, August 10 – October 11, 2019; Term 2 October 12 – December 2019). 

Academic performance: The letter grade (A, B, C, D, F) indicated on the official record collected 

from the university. 

Adjunct: A person associated with lesser status, rank, authority, etc., in some duty or service; 

assistant (Adjunct, n.d.). In Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary. Retrieved from 

https://www.dictionary.com/browse/adjunct?s=t 

Andragogy: The art and science of helping adults learn (Knowles, 1980). 

ASN Nursing: For the purposes of this study, ASN refers to the Associate of Science in Nursing. 

Bachelor’s degree: The bachelor’s degree is the most common type of degree awarded, preparing 

students for most jobs that require a college degree and for further graduate study 

(American Council on Education, 2019). 

BSN Nursing:  For the purposes of this study, the BSN refers to the Bachelor of Science in 

Nursing. 

Classroom: For the purposes of this study, a classroom refers to a location where a college 

course is taught.  

Constructivist instructional methods: The constructivist instructional method approach is when 

the teacher becomes the facilitator in a student-centered classroom. Students have the 

opportunity to develop their knowledge based on discoveries or understandings obtained 

through focused learning experiences. Examples of this approach in the learning 
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environment are open-ended discussion, student-initiated questions, problems solving, 

inquiry, experimentation, cooperative learning, and group reflection (Mayer, 2004).  

Course: For the purposes of this study, a course refers to structured programs of study for 

learners taught at a college or university level.  

Distance education: Educational practice in which students and instructors need not to be in the 

same location for course delivery as the course is completed via correspondence, 

computers, and audio (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013).  

Doctoral degree: The doctoral degree is the highest academic award and recognizes the 

graduate’s ability to conduct independent research. The most common degree of this type 

is the Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.), but it also includes the Doctor of Education (Ed.D.). 

(American Council on Education, 2019). 

Faculty: The body of teachers and academic staff at a school.  

Full-time faculty: This refers to individuals employed in a permanent teaching-researching 

capacity as defined by a given educational institutions (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2013).  

Grade deflation: Describes the condition that exists when grades fall without accompanying 

drops in achievement (Wiley Online Library, 2009). 

Grade distribution: A report of grades awarded to students in an academic semester or term 

(Wiley Online Library, 2009). 

Grade inflation: Describes the condition that exists when grades rise without accompanying 

gains in achievement (Wiley Online Library, 2009). 

Graduate student: Someone who has earned a bachelor’s degree and is pursuing additional 

education in a specific field (United States Department of State, 2016). 
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Grading system: The majority of U.S. colleges and universities use the following letter and 

numeric grading system: A (excellent); B (good); C (fair); D (poor); and F (failure).  

High stakes testing: Any test used to make important decisions about promotion, admissions, 

graduation, and salaries (Ennes & Jones, 2018).  

Instructional delivery: This refers to skills and programs that promote and facilitate learning 

through either face-to-face instruction or an alternative delivery format (Center for 

Education Development and Assessment, 2010).  

Instructor: For the purposes of this study, this refers to the person developing, teaching, or 

facilitating a course, either in the traditional classroom setting or via the internet for 

college.  

Master course syllabi: A master syllabus is the approved syllabus for a course which must be 

used for all sections of the course, regardless of the instructor or instructional delivery 

system.  

Master’s degree: The master’s degree is the most common type of graduate degree. A master’s 

degree may have either a professional or theoretical focus and usually requires a 

comprehensive examination, thesis, or other original piece of work (American Council on 

Education, 2019). 

Semester: A calendar system that consists of a period of 16 weeks of instruction. There may be 

an additional summer semester.  

Social construction: An idea that has been created and accepted by the people in a society. In a 

socially constructed classroom, the focus tends to shift from the teacher to the student. 
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Student: Any person who is or has been in attendance, about whom an agency or institution 

maintains education records or personally identifiable information (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2013).  

Teaching: Engagement in specifically designed interactions with the student which facilitate, 

promote, and result in student learning.  

Term: A calendar system that consist of up to a 9-week period of class meetings.  

Traditional classroom: This refers to a traditional school experience requiring face-to-face 

attendance on a campus.  

Undergraduate student: Someone seeking one of two higher education degrees – an associate 

degree or a bachelor’s degree (United States Department of State, 2016). 

Withdrawal: This refers to removal of a student’s entire credit load; thus, the student is no longer 

enrolled in any classes for the given semester/term. 

Organization of the Study 

 This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 provided an introduction and context 

of the research undertaken and presented basic information on grade inflation in higher 

education, grade distribution, and the research questions that guided the study, as well as 

assumptions, limitations and definitions that are pertinent to the work.  

 Chapter 2 is a review of the relevant literature that provides data and perspective from a 

variety of vehicles that were useful, informative, and important to this study. The sources include 

scholarly journals, other dissertations, publications from conference proceedings, credible 

professional publications, professional organizations, and other relevant resources.  
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 Chapter 3 describes the research design and methods. This chapter further describes the 

process of how the study interacted with the participants and what measures I took to handle this 

aspect of the research. The design and specific data collection methods are explained.  

 Chapter 4 presents an analysis of the data. The research findings are presented in 

summary data tables.  

 Chapter 5 is the final chapter of this study. This chapter presents the summary, 

conclusions, limitations of the study, and recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Introduction 

 
 The first chapter described the purpose, statement of the problem, research questions, 

definitions of terms, significance, limitations, assumptions, and organization of the study. The 

second chapter – the literature review –presents findings relevant to general characteristics and 

practices of grade distribution, grading standards and practices, socially constructed courses, 

instructional delivery methods, high stakes testing, grade distribution in present day, and grade 

inflation in American higher education, including for-profit colleges and universities (FPCUs). 

In addition, the review of literature presents findings on distance education, online instruction, 

technology knowledge, adult education and lifelong learning, and varied learning style 

inventories. The review includes studies from a variety of colleges and universities, including 

private and public institutions. The chapter includes data and information from peer-reviewed 

journal articles and proceeding publications, dissertations, books, periodicals, and other outlets 

were generally accessed through multiple databases, as well as through investigating references 

cited among relevant articles found. Together, the sources collectively present a thorough review 

to inform the study and attempting to address the connection between instructional delivery 

methods and grade distribution in Human Services (HS), Nursing (NSG), and Social Work 

(SWK) in a university in South Alabama (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 

Intersection of CHHS traditional face-to-face and online, distance education courses 
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Purpose of the Study 
 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine grade distribution for 

undergraduate courses with set grade assignments, instructional course delivery, and high stakes 

testing, and to explore the possibility of grade inflation in the CHHS Program at a university in 

South Alabama. The study aimed to examine the relationship between traditional classroom and 

distance education instructional delivery methods in relation to grade distribution patters for 

specified academic disciplines HS, NSG, and SWK at a university in South Alabama. The study 

further examined high stakes testing courses in programs of HS, NSG and SWK and grade 

distribution at a university in South Alabama.  

 

 

Traditional  
Face-to-face 
classrooms 
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Research Questions 

The following research questions were examined during this study: 

1. What is the average mean grade for high stakes testing courses for each of three (Nursing, 

Social Work, and Human Services) undergraduate programs? 

2. Is there a significant difference in mean grades for each of six courses (HS 3310, SWK 

2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, SWK 4480) instructed in online verses 

traditional? 

3. Is there a significant difference of grade distributions between Social Work (SWK 4471 

and SWK 4472) and Nursing (NSG 2271 and NSG 2282) high stakes testing courses? 

 
Search Strategy 

 The research strategies focused on key words, phrases, methods, strategies, and themes 

within the literature, emphasizing journal articles, including historical and research articles. Key 

word searches entailed topics such as Grade Inflation in Higher Education, Grade Distribution in 

Distance Education on Higher Education, High Stakes Testing and Grade Distribution, 

instructional strategies in distance education, e-learning, grade inflation in FPCUs, social 

construction, grade distribution, grading practices, and undergraduate students and grade 

distribution. ProQuest, ERIC, EBSCOHOST, and SAGE databases were searched. Sources of 

information included peer-reviewed journal articles, books, government statistics, and 

dissertations. Older sources were included to provide the reader a perspective of the duration and 

history of the topic.  
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Distance Education Defined 
 

Although, distance education has made a significant change to the process of teaching 

and learning in the United States in recent years (Simonson, 2012), the pandemic of Covid-19 

has challenged the education system across the world and forced educators to shift to online and 

distance education modes of teaching overnight (Dhawan, 2020). While many call it ‘distance 

education,’ some scholars refer to the term as ‘online learning’ or ‘eLearning.’ Although 

distance education has many definitions, Schlosser & Simonson (2009) define the term as an 

“institution-based, formal education where the learning group is separated, and where 

interactive telecommunications systems are used to connect learners, resources, and instructors” 

(p. 1). Ko and Rossen (2010) offer a more-broader definition of distance education as “ any 

form of learning that does not involve the traditional classroom setting in which student and 

instructor are in the same location as the same time” (p. 399). For this study of distance 

education, distance education will be defined as an educational process that uses technologies to 

deliver instruction to a student where the student is separated from the instructor. 

Garrison and Shale (1987) identified three criteria to describe the distance education 

process:  

• Distance education implies that the majority of educational communication 

between (among) teacher and student occurs noncontiguously.  

• Distance education must involve two-way communication between the teacher 

and student for the purpose of facilitating and supporting the educational 

process.  

• Distance educator uses technology to mediate the necessary two-way 

communication (p. 11). 
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Different from traditional face-to-face courses, distance education and online learning 

courses typically provide students more flexibility and continuous access to materials than an 

in-person course, which meets at regularly scheduled times throughout a term (Breen, Haynes, 

Knapke, Kuhnell, Meinzen, & Smith, 2016). Through online education, students can learn 

anytime and anywhere, therefore developing new skills in the process leading to lifelong 

learning (Dhawan, 2020). Accessibility, affordability, flexibility, lifelong learning, and policy 

are some of factors related to distance education. The online mode of learning is easily 

accessible to reach even rural and remote areas (Dhawan, 2020). For this study of distance 

education, distance education will be defined as an educational process that uses technologies to 

deliver instruction to a student where the student is separated from the instructor.  

The History of Distance Education 

Distance education in the context of adult learning originated decades ago through the 

use of correspondences courses. Early formal distance education courses began to appear in the 

nineteenth century in Germany, England, and the United States (Gunter, Nicholas, & Williams, 

2005). Chautauqua Movement cofounder John H. Vincent created the Chautauqua Literary and 

Scientific Circle (CLSC) in 1878, the first national adult education program and correspondence 

school (Scott, 1999). “Early university correspondence courses in the United States were based 

on regular academic courses and were taught by full-time faculty members for credit or without 

credit” (p. 400). As the Chautauqua Movement and CLSC progressed, the transition from 

correspondence mail to a more sophisticated, technological form of learning through adult 

education programs and universities are currently delivering courses through online learning 

and distance education. During the first generation of distance education in the 1800s, 
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correspondence courses were a new venture using one-way instructional delivery such as mail, 

radio, and television. The second generation of distance education used a single technology, 

which uses computer and or web- based learning. The third and current generation of distance 

education includes blended learning, which combines face-to-face learning and multiple 

technologies to deliver learning (Brush & So, 2008). 

As the demand for distance education began to grow, challenges and barriers were 

encountered for adult learners desiring to work and maintain family life. A research study was 

conducted by Al Carp and ETS to survey adults who explained that they were interested in 

learning more about a subject but were unable to for some situational reason, nearly half of the 

respondents listed “they lacked the time,” (Cross, 1974, p. 3-4). Patricia Cross identified three 

categorized barriers to education for adult learners: situational, dispositional, and institutional. 

The situational barrier is primarily work related or based on family conditions. Some examples 

of the situational barrier include family and children, financial challenges and difficulties, and 

transportation. The dispositional barrier involves the internal and personal factors. Age, health, 

and technological competency are examples of the dispositional barrier. Cross explained that 

the dispositional barrier relates to the learners’ inner feelings and their perceptions of their 

ability to register, attend, and successfully complete learning activities (Baharudin, Mat, & 

Murad, 2013). One possible solution for the dispositional barrier of the “too old to learn” issue 

was to provide special programs and show publicity campaigns demonstrating retired workers 

in a variety of education pursuits (Cross, 1974). In the 1980s, adult education and distance 

education improved greatly. For example, colleges adapted entrance requirements; offered 

support programs geared toward returning adult learners; and offered night and weekend classes 

or online programs (Breen et al., 2016).  
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Current Trends in Distance Education 

Today, adult learners who enroll in distance education courses primarily do so for 

convenience (Burns, 2011). The students are either time-bound due to work or travel schedules 

or location-bound due to geographic of family responsibilities (Galusha, 1998). Many adults 

return to school for distance education with the goal of changing professions, learning a new 

skill, or being promoted within their current profession. Guilar and Loring (2008) believed the 

experience of adult learners is focused around the individual wanting a new job, a promotion, or 

to take their current position to a new level. In addition to adult learners who are striving for a 

promotion or a new position, some adults see the need to development a new skill and or trade 

to remain competitive (European Commission, 2018). Therefore, it is important to understand 

adult students and their subjective experience from the learning environment. According to 

Kearsley and Moore (1996), the majority of distance education students are adults between the 

ages of 25 and 50. Consequently, “the more one understands the nature of adult learning, the 

better one can understand the nature of distance learning” (Kearsley and Moore, 1996, p. 153).  

For example, Tucker (2001) studied pre-test and post-test scores, homework grades, 

research papers grades, final exam scores, course grade, learning styles, and ages of adult 

learners in distance education and traditional students enrolled in a business communications 

course to determine if distance education is better, worse, or equal to the traditional classroom. 

The results indicated significant differences for post-test scores, final exam scores, and age; 

however, there were no significant differences in pre-test scores, homework grades, research 

paper grades, and final course grades (Tucker, 2001). In comparison, Duran & Senturk (2020) 

used a correlational survey model to study life-long learning competencies, skills, and attitudes 



 21 

of trainers in adult education. The findings suggested that as age level increases, the tendency of 

persistence tendencies increases; however, no statistically significant difference was found 

between mean score of lifelong learning tendencies in professional seniority variable and mode 

of their work (Duran and Senturk, 2020).  This disconnect might be attributed to technology 

knowledge and instructional practices in higher education.  

Lanford (2016) preformed a qualitative study of 43 adult learners in an urban community 

college critically examine the theory of andragogy’s relevance in today’s new economy. 

Lanford do not differentiate between adult learners who return to college for advanced degrees 

and adult learns who return to community colleges for workforce development. The study 

revealed that adult learners may be equally, with traditional learners, inspired by additional 

factors: 1) a desire to set a positive example for their families; 2) an interest of expanding their 

horizons; 3) the realization of deferred personal goals. The study furthered found that today’s 

adult learners may require different forms of academic support than those suggested by the 

widely embraced theory of andragogy. 

Online and Distance Instruction 
 

As adult education continues to expand in varied educational settings, more 

opportunities for life-long learning have become available through distance education. There is 

a structure inherent to learning on campus that keeps students connected to the academic 

community; however, with the current changes to online learning due to the pandemic, students 

including adult learners can easily adapt (Carey, 2020). What makes the web such an attractive 

medium is the ability to communicate instantly with anyone in the world, is what drives 

students to the Internet rather than to a conventional classroom (Ko & Rossen, 2010). This form 

of online and distich education is a method of synchronous and asynchronous learning, which 
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are the two-distance education delivery system categories. Most online classrooms are 

asynchronous which students and instructor are not presenting at the same time. Instead, the 

online learners are looking for replies to their own postings when they log into the classroom 

(Byun & Cardenas, 2013) or completing various activities on their own time. Synchronous 

instruction requires the simultaneous participation of all students and instructors (Kearsley & 

Moore, 1996). Santovec (2004) found that many of the staff instructional designers hired to 

train faculty to teach distance education were hired at their institutions without any previous 

training or knowledge of online instructional design methods suggesting “they often feel as if 

they’re trying to stay one step ahead of their classes” (p. 3). This suggests that some faculty 

instructing distance education and online learning courses are not adequately trained and 

prepared to teach online. In addition, the use a learning management systems such Canvas and 

Blackboard have assisted unprepared faculty in teaching courses online (Brooks and Grajek, 

2020).  

Thus, the demonstrates the need for professional faculty development leading to 

adequate online instruction for instructors. To create high quality, educationally sound distance 

education resources and opportunities, instructors need to know how to use technology to 

instruct and facilitate classes effectively (Dalziel, 2003). Adult learners (Breen et al., 2016) are 

characterized by age and life experiences. It is understandable that an adult of age 55 or older 

may become more inflexible; she/he may have had sufficient life experiences to decide how 

she/he will react or feel under most circumstances. Differences, then, do exist, and they need to 

be considered in designing programs for adults (Birren, 1964). As such, distance learning has 

traditionally focused on non-traditional students. Faculty members need to be trained with use 
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of the Knowles’ (1984) andragogical techniques of instruction in distance education to teach 

adult students in a different way than they would for a traditional classroom. With the ongoing 

developments in distance education, it is critical to understand the student experience with 

online courses and its relationship with distance education instruction. During the current times 

of Covid-19, it takes practice and skill for instructors to teach effectively in distance learning 

(Carey, 2020).  

Instructor Technology Knowledge of Distance Education 
 

While more prevalent than in the early years of online education, the availability of 

reliable and effective training for online instructors is still scarce. Educators face a number of 

challenges with the wide range of technologies (i.e., Zoom, WebEx, Vimeo, YouTube), 

including the difficulty of connecting learning theories with current instructional technologies 

(Lowyck, 2014). A hodgepodge of different workshops, brown-bag lunches, and self-paced 

online materials may be grouped together to ease an instructor’s progress, but there are still a 

great number of instructors who must learn on the job (Ko & Rossen, 2010). Generally, in 

distance education, the instructor is not the only source of knowledge, but also acts as a 

mediator in the process of supporting the student education. In its turn, both part-time and 

distance education students are actively involved in the learning process, determining the way 

of acquiring the certain type of knowledge (Pozdnyakov & Pozdnyakova, 2017). But, as it was 

indicated by distance education students of Transport and Telecommunication Institute, 

Pozdnyakov and Pozdnyakov (2017) suggested that the main advantage of distance learning in 

comparison with the part- time education lies in the fact that the distance education structure 

gives the adult the maximum possible control over the time and pace of their education. 
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As the demand for instructor technology knowledge increases, the use of technologies 

for course development is a need through faculty and professional development. Caffarella 

(2001) found that in developing online courses, the most important thing is to use the 

technology for its strengths, remembering at all times the person who is the target of the 

teaching or the online professional development. Too often the instructor’s outlook toward 

integration of technology is characterized by cynicism and derision (Eberwein, 2011). 

Unfortunately, instructor attitudes and faculty readiness influence the implementation of 

technology in the classroom and effective instructional delivery (Knapke et al., 2016). Perhaps 

instructor unfamiliarity using technology creates this uneasiness among faculty minimizing the 

use of technology integration in higher education (Javeri & Persichitte, 2004; Eberwin, 2011). 

The use of online instruction is being utilized through a learning management systems (LMS), 

such as Canvas and Blackboard, are becoming more and more common. Using the LMS can 

lead the way within the twenty-first century and must be considered by instructors and the adult 

learner (Layne & Hohenshill, 2005). Yet, faculty experience problems such as lack of staff 

training in course development and technology, lack of support for distance learning in general, 

and inadequate faculty selection for distance learning courses (Galshua, 1998). With current 

technological advancements in instructional design, distance education instructors can utilize the 

help of instructional designers to design their online course.  But, one must consider that still 

the instructor has a significant amount of effort in designing distance learning materials for the 

course. Instructors need a high level of preparedness in order to quickly adapt to the changes in 

the environment and adjust themselves to different delivery instructional modes, for example, 

remote learning or online learning in situations of pandemics such as Covid-19 (Dhawan, 2020). 
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In recent developments of online instructional practice, mico-learning has been used in 

adult education to better serve adult learners. It is a type of instruction that is based on a very 

specific performance objective, aimed at teaching one concept, changing one behavior, or 

exploring one idea (Tracy, 2016). Catarci, Gabrielli, and Kimani (2006) define microlearning as 

a development of small chunks of learning content and flexible technologies that can enable 

learners to access the information more easily in specific moments and conditions of the day. 

Examples of micro-learning include: asking a classmate for instructions, creating a video to 

demonstrate how to perform a task, or creating a quick reference guide (Kelly, 2018).  

In 2005, Hug developed a concept of Integrate Microlearning (IML):  

• It is open, flexible and modular and allows the use of learning management 

functions. 

• It enable learning through embedded in workflows together with the 

development of knowledge architectures 

• Short learning sequences are initiated according to the use of media (p.5) (Hug, 

2005). 

 
Shail (2019) studied the concepts of short-term and long-term memory and explain how 

micro-learning can be used to increase retention in learners. The study findings suggested that 

by breaking complex courses into manageable smaller lesson, micro-learning preserves the 

learner’s memory and brain function. The development of micro-learning with the andragogic 

framework, requires educators to critically analyze existing lecture content to identify, group, 

and condense the information into smaller chunks of learning to achieve the goals of micro-
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learning (Breyer, 2019). Boring (2020) conducted a mixed method study to determine the 

effectiveness of passive micro-learning containing multiple modes on adult learning.  

Study findings indicated that participants feel that they learn more from small bites of learning 

and would like to see more micro-learning in the professional environment; however, they also 

liked opportunities for training using multiple delivery options.  

Moreover, some designers may have more experience designing for self-paced 

instructional activities rather than instructor-led online classes. And designers who lack 

experience teaching may not understand the dynamic nature of teaching and classroom 

interaction (Ko & Rossen, 2010). Some argue that even those instructors who are not involved 

in distance education need to maintain some level of technical competency to be considered 

effective teachers (Cardenas, 2000). Much of the recent research regarding technology 

knowledge is related to the instructor; however, little research has been conducted to examine 

the relationship between technology knowledge and grade distribution in an online 

environment. Colleges and universities are involved in lasting and difficult processes of 

innovation through technologies that impact all components of the organizations, including 

curricula, finances, infrastructure, while instructors and learners are challenged to cultivate new 

competencies and create new perspectives on technologies for learning (Lowyck, 2014). 

Self-Efficacy of Online Learning 
 

As online instruction continues to play a significant role in students’ educational 

experiences, it is important to examine how such changes in educational practices are 

impacting the way students learn and achieve success (Bradley, Browne, & Kelley, 2017). 

In this context, it is considered that self-efficacy can be a significant factor in online 

environments, as many students experience their first exposure to higher education through 
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distance education and online courses (Bahcivan and Yavuzalp, 2020). There are certain 

difficulties related to the technical and technological support of online learning along with 

the problems caused by the fact that some students are not ready for distance learning 

(Pozdnyakov & Pozdnyakova, 2017). Students must take an active approach to learning in 

order to interact with the distance education instructor. 

According to Flores (2017) the growth of online-based education program is 

substantial, with consideration to the demand for knowledge regarding advantages and 

disadvantages. Research suggests that adult student learners had concerns related to: 

technological barriers, connecting with their instructor, interacting without non-verbal 

feedback, and the pacing of sessions, costs and motivators, student support, and services 

(Galusha, 1998). 

Self-efficacy is another factor to consider in an online environment. According to 

Bandura (1995), self-efficacy refers to belier’s in one’s capabilities to organize and 

execute the courses of action required to manage prospective situations. Self-efficacy 

“beliefs influence how people, think, feel, motivate themselves, and act” (Budura, 1995, 

p.2). It is not concerned with the skills a person possesses, but a person’s judgment of what 

he can do with those skills (Dahl & Hall, 2013). In this context, self-efficacy identifies 

whether the student demonstrates confidence in their ability to achieve success in the 

course, there other factors of concern that can become present, including anxiety (Bandura, 

1994). Moghadam and Tahmassian (2011) studied the relationships between self-efficacy 

and anxiety, depression, social avoidance and worry in a large sample of normal 

adolescents. The results of the study suggested that self-efficacy has an important 

relationship with depression and anxiety. In comparison, Pozdnyakov & Pozdnyakova’s 
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(2016) research study found that anxiety may be caused by different reasons, among which 

it can be noted the loss of learning skills, the lack of experience in distance education, the 

financial cost of education, the lack of support by the family or by the employer, a sense of 

hopelessness and irrelevance of their education, etc. However, Bahcivan and Yavuzalp 

(2020) found no statistically significant difference between university students in Turkish 

with online learning experience and students without online learning experience regarding 

either gender or type of school. Bahcivan and Yavuzalp (2020) used the Turkish adaption 

study of Online Learning Self-Efficacy Scale developed by Zimmerman and Kulikwhich 

(2016) to study university students’ self-efficacy perceptions in online learning 

environments in Turkish.  

Adult Education 

As discussed earlier, adult education is a process designed to promote adult learning and 

lifelong learning. Brookfield (1985), one of many adult education historians that are recognized 

for their work in defining adult education, defines adult education as an “activity concerned to 

assist adults in their quest for a sense of control in their own lives, within their interpersonal 

relationship, and with regard to the social forms and structures within which they live” (p. 46). 

Another recognized historian in adult education, Allen Tough (1971) believed in the concept that 

individual adult learning occurred in learning projects, particularly outside of the traditional 

educational setting. Tough defined a learning project as a “highly deliberate effort to gain and 

retain certain knowledge or skill and set arbitrary minimum length of seven hours” (Tight, 1996, 

p. 101). Tough (1971) furthered Cyril Houle’s (1961) research on adult education, where both 

historians suggested adult learning and adult education are based on the individuals’ initiative 

(Gordan, 1993). 
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Over time, the field of adult education has expanded to become widely diverse. With 

great changes in population, programs, and developments, some individuals consider adult 

education synonymous with Basic Adult Education (BAE). BAE programs serve students ages 

16 and over who desire to improve their basic skills in readings, writing, math, listening, and 

speaking (Minnesota State University, n.d.). According to the Colorado Department of Education 

(2020), outcomes and completion of adult education programs not only include improving the 

literacy and numeracy skills of adult learners and the attainment of a high school diploma or 

General Educational Development (GED) but also the programs support adult learners obtaining 

employment, job training, and earnings outcomes. Forty percent of working low-skilled adults 

have earned in the bottom fifth of income distribution in the United States. Basic adult education 

programs that are linked to employment of postsecondary education was designed to help low-

skilled adult learners advance their career path and improve their employment and earnings 

(National Skills Coalition, n.d.). These programs are designed to help adults transition to 

postsecondary education with the purpose of starting a career, which can lead to the adult 

learners later enrolling in higher education distance learning programs and or traditional college 

courses.  

Wendell Thomas author of Demographic Philosophy, argues, however, that adult 

education is different from general schooling for adults based on individuality and social 

responsibilities (Knowles, 1984). Thomas explains: 

On the whole, adult education is as different from ordinary schooling as adult life, with 

its individual and social responsibilities, is different from the protected life of the 

child…The adult normally differs from the child in having both more individuality and 

more social purpose. Adult education, accordingly, makes special allowance for 
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individual contributions from the students, and seeks to organize these contributions into 

some form of social purpose. (p. 36) 

 
To further understand the difference in adult education and basic adult education, an 

individual must consider two major concepts of adult education such as self-directed learning 

and transformational learning. Brookfield (1985) writes that “self-directed learning as the mode 

of learning characteristic of an adult who is in the process of realizing his or her adulthood is 

concerned as much with an internal change of consciousness as with the external management 

of an instructional event” (p. 58). Transformative learning is described as learning that changes 

the way individuals think about themselves and their work, and that involves a shift of 

consciousness (Cahill, 2014). 

Furthermore, the philosophy of adult education is based on three noteworthy beliefs 

(Elisa & Merriam, 1980), including that adults should be self-directed in learning, adult 

education should be designed to help individuals mature and grow, and that adults approach 

learning with more experience and responsibilities than a child does. Elisa & Merriam (1980) 

believe that "philosophy raises questions about what we do and why we do it" (p. 5). Elisa & 

Merriam (1980), continue by stating that: 

A philosophy of adult education does not equip a person with the knowledge about what 

to teach, how to teach, or how to organize a program. It is more concerned with the why 

of education and with the logical analysis of the various elements of the educational 

process (p. 8). 

In 1961, Houle developed his typology designed to describe the orientations of adult 

learners. According to Houle’s typology, adult learners may be classified as being primarily 
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goal-oriented, activity-oriented, or learning-oriented learners (Gordan, 1993). While Houle’s 

typology suggested a description of adult learners, Malcolm Knowles (1984) coined the term 

andragogy to describe the theory and practice of adult education. Referred to as 'the father of 

adult education,' Knowles (1984) explained that andragogy differed from pedagogy. Pedagogy 

means the art of and science of teaching children. The pedagogical model assigns to teacher full 

responsibility for making all decisions about what will be learned, how it will be learned, when 

it will be learned, and if it has been learned (Knowles, 1984). 

In the third edition of The Adult Learner: A Neglected Species, Knowles (1984) 

explained the andragogical model is based on several assumptions that are different from those 

of the pedagogical model: (a) the need to know, (b) the learner's self-concept, (c) the role of the 

learners' experience, (d) readiness to learn, (e) orientation to learning, and (f) motivation. This 

model is a function of andragogy. Andragogy started being used in the Netherlands by Professor 

T. T. ten Have in his lectures in 1954, and in 1959 he published the outlines for a science of 

andragogy (Knowles, 1978). In the current Dutch literature, a distinction is made among 

andragogy, which is any intentional and professionally guided activity that aims at a change in 

adult persons. 

 History and Environments for Adult Education 

Just as the field of adult education continues to grow, the environment for adult 

education activities are important in understanding adult education. In colonial times, Benjamin 

Franklin formed Junto, and then came the nineteenth-century literary societies, mechanics’ 

institutions, lyceums, and religious camp meetings (Scott, 1999). In Junto, the course of story 

consisted of topics include politics, philosophy, and current issues. The Chautauqua Movement, 

originating in western New York, was also an early provider of adult education. The movement 
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began with the founding of a Methodist institute for Sunday school teachers during the summer 

of 1874. Scott (1999) found that before adult education became commonly discussed, John H. 

Vincent’s The Chautauqua Movement (1886) “contains the basic elements of modern adult 

education theory, most notably the concept of lifelong learning” (p. 391). As time progressed, 

the movement included varied topics such as music, drama, current events, study groups, and 

correspondence courses (“Chautauqua Movement,” 2019). The movement encouraged freedom 

of speech and self- improvement (“Chautauqua Movement,” 2019). Lyceum, another early 

provider of adult education, offered a more formal gathering for discussion groups on 

contemporary issues (“Lyceum,” 2017). Founded in 1826, the Lyceum Movement was led by 

voluntary local associations that gave people an opportunity to hear debates and lectures on 

topics off current interest (“Lyceum movement,” 2018). 

Today, adult education activities occur in a wide range of agencies, including community 

colleges and correctional facilities. In 2001, over 2.6 million students aged 25 and over enrolled 

in community colleges, comprising 44 percent of total community college enrollment (US 

Department of Labor, 2007). Schroeder (1970) identified four types of agencies for adult 

education: (a) Type Independent Adult Education Agencies (e.g. proprietary, technical schools), 

(b) Type II Educational Institutions (e.g., community colleges, cooperative extensions), (c) 

Type III Quasi- Educational Organizations (e.g., libraries, religious organizations), and (d) Type 

IV Non-Educational Organizations (e.g., armed forces, unions) (as cited in Alex, Platt, 

Gammill, Miller, & Rachel, 2007). With the vast growing minority population of Hispanics in 

America, the number of English as a Second Language (ESL) programs and classes has 

increased in community and religious agencies such nationwide. This is evidenced by Krogstad 

and Lopez (2015) who suggest “the Hispanic population reached a new high of 55.4 million in 
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2014 (or 17.4% of the total U.S. population), an increase or 1.2 million (21%) from the year 

before” (para. 2). With a limited ability to speak English, this proves somewhat difficult for 

such individuals to find work in the United States. The need for ESL programs, particularly, for 

adult learners will increase as the population need grows. By 2024, Hispanics are projected to be 

nearly one-fifth of the labor force as a result of the fastest population growth of the race and 

ethnicity groups (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015). 

Among the areas of learning agencies for adult education, another important sector is 

correctional education for incarcerated adults and juvenile offenders.  Recidivism has been a 

longstanding debate for incarcerated in correctional facilities around the world. And although 

many factors account for why some formerly incarcerated adult and juveniles succeed some do 

not, lack of education and skill is one primary reason (Bozick, Davis, Miles, Saunders, Steele, 

Steinberg, Turner, and Williams, 2014). Bozick et al. (2014) believes this is why recidivism or 

correctional education—both academic and vocational-are provided in correctional facilities in 

the United States. To further research this debate, Bozick et al. (2014) performed a 

comprehensive study to evaluate the effectiveness of correctional education and suggest 

recommendations for improvement. The study concluded that the debate should no longer be 

about whether correctional education is effective or cost-efficient, but rather on where the gaps 

in correctional education knowledge are and opportunities to move the field forward with 

recidivism, Bozick et al. (2014). 

Moreover, a number of adult education programs have been implemented into prisons, 

including GED, literacy, parenting, auto mechanics, and welding. Some federal grant programs 

to encourage recidivism include the Improved Reentry Education program. This program helps 
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incarcerated adults develop the skills needed to reenter society. According to the U.S. 

Department of Education (n.d.), the U.S. Department of Education and the Department of Justice 

awarded $924,036 to adult education providers in Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Kansas for 

innovative correctional educational programs designed to help America’s inmate population 

make a smooth re-entry to society through education and workforce training. Workforce 

development is another effort to bridge the gap between school agencies and community 

agencies for adult education to provide training for workers. Historically, adult education has 

been the key provider for workforce education to adults, with particular emphasis on the support 

of undereducated, the disenfranchised, and often the dislocated worker (Kasworm, 2011).  

Basic Adult Education and Adult Education  

Over time, the field of adult education has expanded to become widely diverse to 

include many populations and instructional methods to foster lifelong learning. With great 

changes in population, programs, and developments, some researchers consider adult education 

synonymous with basic adult education. Barnes, Connor, Steadman, and Tighe (2015) describes 

ABE programs for adults with instruction and coursework to complete high school and earn a 

GED certificate. It is understood that ABE programs are also non-degree program that offer 

specialized training for adults. The ABE programs can support many different skills: English as 

a second language, GED preparation, Family literacy, and citizenship exam preparation. On the 

contrary, adult education is centered on self-directed learning and transformational learning. 

Adult education expands to offer lifelong learning programs for adult learners at agencies of 

community centers, correctional facilities, community colleges, and religious facilities. Recent 

research suggests a growing trend in the demand for ABE literacy program and ESL adult 
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learners in community-based organizations, libraries, adult schools, and community colleges 

(Csepelyi, 2010). As such, Batalova and Feldblum (2020) believes Covid-19 pandemic has 

posed many large and urgent challenges in higher education, equipping students with education 

and skills remains a priority because they will play an important role in both the economic 

recovery and the future of the U.S. workforce.  

According to Batalova and Feldblum (2020):   

While it is hard to foresee how the coronavirus pandemic and the associated economic and 

social disruptions will affect the higher education system in the long term, pre-pandemic 

trends such—such as population aging…structural shifts in the labor market in response to 

automation and other technological developments—will persist. And given that 

immigrants and the U.S.-born children of immigrants are projected to be the main source 

of future U.S. labor force growth, investing in their education and skill development will 

benefit the U.S. economy and society, as well as these individuals and their families. (p. 9) 

Adult students will benefit from training and skills development programs that ensure program 

completion, provide marketable credentials, and assist in developing lifelong learning skills. 

Moreover, research continues to expand to improve the methods and teaching styles in adult 

education. In recent years, some researchers have made several additional discoveries about 

difficulties and challenges adult learners experience in higher education. Cagiltay, Erdogdu, 

Kara, and Kokoc (2019) studied the challenges faced by adult learners in online distance 

education. The findings suggested three the categories of internal, external, and program-related 

challenges as primary difficulties for adult learners. The internal challenges include low self-

confidence, insufficient computer skills, and time management difficulty. The external 

challenges include schedule conflicts, technical problems, and financial problems. The 
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program-related challenges include feeling of isolation, insufficient learning materials, and lack 

of institutional support (Cagiltay et. al., 2019). Similarly, Baharudin et. al. (2013) studied the 

challenges faced by adult learners and how adult learners cope with these challenges. The study 

findings suggested that the biggest challenge faced by adult learners is within themselves 

followed by time, financial, and families.  

Modes of Learning 

With the growing students enrolling in online learning academic programs amid the 

pandemic, it is important to understand modes of learning styles and grade distributions. 

Through technology-enabled education, LMS can assess students’ different learning styles using 

variations of instructional practices (i.e., YouTube, Google Docs) and give students a better 

educational experience (Carey, 2020).  

As this research focuses on instructional delivery methods of traditional face-to-face 

classrooms and distance education courses, it is also necessary to better understand the students’ 

approach to learning in educational settings, as well as popular learning style inventories used by 

adult learners. Brozik and Zapalzka (2006) define learning styles as an individual learner’s 

preference to process information in a particular way or combination of ways (p. 327). It refers to 

a person’s characteristic style of receiving and comprehending information and solving 

problems. Despite the variation in categories, the fundamental idea behind learning styles is the 

same: that each learner has a specific learning style, and student learn best when information is 

presented to the student in their preferred learning style (Chick, 2020). Many have used “learning 

styles” and “multiple intelligence synonymous,” but Gardner (2013) argued that style and 

intelligence are fundamentally different psychological constructs.  Howard Gardner developed 

the “Multiple Intelligence” (MI) theory in the 1970s and early 1980s; he presented the MI theory 
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in his 1983 book Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligence (Strauss, 2013).  

Gardner’s theory identified seven distinct intelligences: linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, 

bodily-kinesthetic, spatial, interpersonal and intrapersonal; he later added naturalist intelligence 

(Strauss, 2013). 

Current Learning Style Inventories 

One of the most widely used and influential learning style inventory is the Kolb’s 

Learning Style Inventory, see Figure 2 (Matthews, 1991; Kayes, 1999). Experimental Learning 

Theory (ELT) (Kolb, 1984) proposed that learning consists of four independent constructs: (a) 

concrete experience (CE) which involves using direct experience, feelings and emotions to 

engage with the world, (b) reflective observation (RO) which involves looking back on extent 

experience, (c) abstract conceptualization (AC) which involves creating meaning out of the 

experience and creating plans to guide future actions, and (d) Active experimentation (AE) 

which involves testing than plan by putting it into action. Kolk (1984) defines each of the 

learning environments as having different qualities that can benefit different type of learners. In 

adult learning, there are a number of publications on ELT and adult development, moral 

development, and career development (Sternberg & Zhang, 2000). Kolb (1984) suggests that 

students develop a learning preference in a particular way. Students may adopt different learning 

styles in different situations, but student tend to favor some learning styles over others (Healey & 

Jenkins, 2000).  
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Figure 2 

Kolb’s Learning Styles and Experiential Learning Cycle 
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determining student learning experiences (Clark et al., 2014). Matthews (1991) studied 796 first-

year students in five colleges and universities to compare the grade point averages with learning 

typologies by Canfield’s Learning Styles Inventory. Grades of students with social, conceptual, 

and social/applied styles differed significantly from those of student having the neutral 

preference (Matthews, 1991). Results of the analysis of variance reflected an effect of learning 

styles, sex, and race. Matthews (1991) revealed no significant differences in proportions of 

student grades in various learning styles; however, the study revealed that females learned best 

with social and independent/applied styles; however, males learned best with social/applied and 

social/conceptual styles. Some researchers found contrasting results from similar studies on 

learning styles and gender differences using different learning style inventories. 

As such, the Grasha-Riechman Teaching and Learning Style Inventories is another 

commonly used learning style inventory in research. Using Grasha-Riechman’s (1994) Teaching 

and Learning Style Inventories, Amir and Jelas (2010) examined the teaching and learning style 

of lecturers and students at Universiti Kebangsaa Malaysia. The findings of the study suggested 

that the instructor teaching styles were dominant among lecturers while student are more 

dominant in collaborative and competitive learning styles (Amir and Jelas, 2010).  

Furthermore, the Grasha-Reichman Learning Style Scales (GRLSS) builds on six key 

areas of previous research including avoidant, participant, competitive, collaborative, dependent, 

and independent type, see Figure 3 (Amir & Jelas, 2010). Avoidant students tend to be at the 

lower end of grade distribution. Participant students are willing to accept responsibility for self-

learning. Competitive students are described as competitive among their peers for rewards. 

Collaborative students tend to enjoy working together with their peers. Dependent students are 
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may easily frustrated when facing challenges not addressed in the classroom. Finally, 

independent students tend to prefer to work alone with little instruction from the teacher.   

Figure 3 

Grasha and Sheryl Reichmann student learning styles.  
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teach more effectively in both the traditional classroom and online learning settings (Marcy, 

2001; Husmann and O’Loughlin, 2018).  

Hasan (2016) studied instructor learning style, instructor teaching style, and student 

learning in online education recertification courses using the VARK. The research was based on 

andragogical instructional practices. The study findings suggested that the majority of 

participants preferred unimodal learning styles and had preferences for teacher centered teaching 

styles (Hasan, 2016). In a similar study, Fernado, Rodrigo, & Samarakoon (2013), administered 

VARK and ASSIST questionaries to study the differences in learning styles and approaches to 

learning among medical undergraduate students of the University of Colombo and postgraduate 

trainees of the Postgraduate Institute of Medicine, Colombo. The study findings suggested a 

positive shift towards deep and strategic learning in postgraduate students (Fernado et al., 2013). 

The use of learning styles are important in the online instructional practice. Using the VARK 

questionnaire, DiCarlo, Lujan, and Wehrwein (2007) studied gender differences and the four 

modalities of the VARK at Michigan State University. DiCarlo et al. (2007) found that male and 

female students have significantly different learning styles. DiCarlo et al. (2007) believes that it 

is the instructor’s responsibility to address the diversity of learning styles and develop the 

situatable learning approaches. “Those designing distance education should, moreover, pay 

attention to differences among adults—in individual learning styles, preferences for acquiring 

new knowledge and skills, and levels of maturity or ways of responding to new learning 

situations” (Clark and Verduin, 1991, 32). 

Grade Inflation 

Grade inflation can be interpreted as a rise in the average grades assigned to a student. It 

occurs when instructors grant a higher grade for student work similar in quality to work of the 



 42 

past. Young (2003) argues that grade inflation deflates the real value of an A, so that it becomes 

the average grade among students. This, in turn, dilutes the standard of excellence, making it 

difficult to correlate grades with student knowledge and level of competency (Courts and Tucker, 

2010). Another less known version of grade inflation is ‘content deflation’ where students 

receive the same grade as students in the past, but with less work required and less learning 

(Cohen, 1984). Olenik (2009) noted that the consensus definition of graduate inflation in 

education research has come to be “student attainment of higher grades independent of increased 

levels of academic attainment” (p. 157).  

A Historical Review 

Another way of understanding grade inflation is with the use of longitudinal 

measurement, noting that the average mark given at one point in time is significantly higher than 

the average mark earned by students at an earlier point in time. For example, university grades 

have inflated fast: As and A minuses are now the most frequently awarded grades at US colleges 

and universities, comprising 43% of all grades, up from 31% in 1988 and 15% in 1960 (Rampell, 

2011).  This suggests the ongoing concern grade inflation in American colleges and universities.  

According to Garten and Olday (1980), “if traditional grading criteria have largely 

broken down without accompanying (compensatory) structural and ideological change, the 

question of whether students are learning as much in their courses as in the past can be raised” 

(p. 8-9). This suggests that the inflation of grades has lessen what students are learning in recent 

years compared with historical data. Although research suggests different causes for the start of 

grade inflation in America, Rojstaczer (2010) indicated two alleged primary causes as: (a) the 

Vietnam War (during which it is argued that professors gave higher grades to keep their students 

from being vulnerable to the military draft), and (b) the effect of affirmative action on university 
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admissions. Rojstaczer (2010) denies any force to the latter. This discussion indicated the early 

findings of grade inflation in American began in the 1960s and a result of affirmative action.  

Regarding the resurgence of grade inflation in the 1980s, Rojstaczer (2010) proposes it 

was “caused by the emergence of a consumer-based culture in higher education. Students are 

paying more for a product every year, and increasingly they want and get the reward for a good 

grade for their purchase. In this culture, professors are not only compelled to grade easier, but 

also water down course content. Both intellectual rigor and grading standards have weakened.” 

Results of Earlier Studies 
 
Grade inflation is a global phenomenon, and previous studies (Finefter-Rosenbluh and 

Levinson, 2015; Chowdhury, 2018; Arrafii, 2020) indicate a steady rise in high grades being 

assigned to students in colleges and universities; thereby, noting the widespread growing trend of 

grade inflation worldwide. Chowdhury (2018) describes grade inflation as a practice that 

damages the academic ethos. Thereby, grade inflation and student proficiencies and 

competencies should be factors of consideration. In academic institutions, student proficiencies 

and competencies are the most important outcomes in the teaching-learning process (Boretz, 

2004). However, the practice of grade inflation converts grades to currencies that are exchanged 

for enrollment in a particular institution. Krautmann and Sander (1999) agree that grade inflation 

dilutes the role of education credentials when screening workers in the labor market. They 

showed that, although grade inflation is found in academics, the complication of grade 

distribution also impacts the labor and workforce market. 

Additional studies have been done to look at grade inflation as a trend by examining 

grade distributions. Carter and Lara (2016) conducted a study that examined grading trends 

across a recent five-year span in the University of California (UC) and California State 
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University (CSU) systems. The researchers performed a series of statistical (regression) analyses 

on UC/CSU grade distribution data, using the results to determine if GPAs have changed 

significantly in recent years and concluded that while most universities use the traditional A 

through F assessment scale, not all employ a plus/minus system for each letter grade (Carter and 

Lara, 2016). The UC and CSU, UC Santa Cruz uses plusses and minuses for some grades (A+, 

A-, B+, B-, C+), but not all grades (anything below a C is not modified by a plus or minus).  

Additional research by Carter and Lara (2016) revealed that grade inflation may be 

plateauing more than it is commonly believed. Their review of grade distributions at many UC 

and CSU campuses showed an upward trend between 2009 and 2013 (Carter and Lara, 2016). 

However, when the researchers analyzed the data for statistical significance, only half of the UC 

campuses (five out of nine: Berkeley, Riverside, Santa Barbara, San Diego, and UCLA) showed 

a significant increase in GPA over that time (Carter and Lara, 2016). Grade inflation trends were 

even less noticeable among CSU campuses; only one-third had significantly higher GPAs across 

the years observed (Dominguez Hills, East Bay, Fullerton, Northridge, Pomona, San Diego, San 

Jose, and San Luis Obispo; Carter and Lara, 2016). 

Inexperienced instructors often have more difficulty in giving negative feedback 

(Cacamese, Elnicki, & Speer, 2007; Walsh and Seldomridge, 2005), and it is recommended that 

the lower faculty find it easier to avoid conflict by giving the student a good grade and relying on 

another instructor with more experience to adequately issue the student an appropriate grade. 

Sonner (2000) noted that adjunct instructors, hired on a term-by-term basis, are easily replaced 

and, as a result, face pressure to earn good evaluations. Additionally, Clouder and Toms (2005) 

suggest that the instructors have their own image of how they expect students to be and if the 
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student falls short of those expectations then grades are likely to be lower than those students 

who mirror the instructor’s expectations. 

Kezim, Pariseau, and Quinn (2005) conducted a statistical analysis to investigate whether 

grade inflation persisted in business school at a small private college in the northeast region of 

the United States. The results revealed that grade inflation was related to faculty status with 

significant differences seen between mean grade points average of students being taught by 

tenured and adjunct faculty between those students taught by non-tenured and adjunct faculty 

(Kezim et al., 2005). The researchers (Kezim, Pariseau & Quinn, 2005) also found that average 

grades given by adjunct faculty were higher than those of either tenured or non-tenured faculty. 

Thus, the results suggest that the increase use of adjunct faculty may exacerbate grade inflation 

(Kezim et al., 2005).  

The majority of empirical studies have focused on the association between tenure status 

and grade inflation. Brown (1976) used data from the University of Connecticut to examine the 

relationship between student rating and course grades. The study results indicated that course 

grades significantly influence instructor ratings, accounting for 9% of the variance in instructor 

ratings. Several studies have shown that grade distributions vary across academic departments 

(Achen & Courant, 2009). The highest grades typically are awarded in courses in academic 

programs of humanities, business, many social sciences, and education; whereas, grades in hard 

sciences, economics, and engineering tend to be lower, as documented by Gordon & O’Halloran 

(2014). When students become aware of the non-uniform grading policies of different academic 

departments, they select courses accordingly (Bar, Kadiyali, & Zussman, 2009). For example, 

students eligible for financial aid that is dependent upon academic performance choose easier 

courses and majors (Hernandez-Julian, 2006).   
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Institutional strategy  

Institutional policies also may directly influence grading by committing the organization 

to the high road of academic competence. According to Arum & Roksa (2011), colleges and 

universities with curricula that require student engagement and effort and that are guided by high 

academic standards are more likely to provide rigorous courses. Given the likelihood that 

rigorous courses will produce greater variance in student performance, individual differences 

among students should be more apparent and, thus, increase the obligation to assign grades 

commensurate with achievement (Gordon & Halloran, 2014). On the contrary, Bachan (2017) 

examined the continual increase in the proportion of ‘good’ honour degrees awarded by UK 

universities since the mid-2000s. The study found grade inflation in UK universities from 2009 

onward after controlling for changes in university efficiency in improving degree outcome and 

factors associated with degree performance. Simon (2011) conducted a study in the College of 

Business at Dublin Institute of Technology to determine the real and perceived existence or 

otherwise of grade inflation in the College. The findings of the study suggested that there exists a 

perception of the increase of grades is caused mainly by institutional pressures to increase grade 

points rather than educational imperatives (Simon, 2011). 

Grade Distribution between Instructional Delivery Methods 

Bourdeau, Griffith, Griffith, and Griffith (2018) conducted a study at Embry-Riddle 

Aeronautical University Worldwide to determine whether significant differences existed between 

grade distribution in face-to-face traditional, synchronous courses, and online, asynchronous 

courses on English Composition. The findings of the study suggested that there were significant 

differences based on learning modes of different instructional delivery methods (Bourdeau et al., 

2018). Bourdeau et al. (2018) found that traditional course students earned Bs and fewer Cs, Ds, 
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and Fs than online and synchronous video classroom students; however, the researchers 

recommended that further studies should find the cause and alleviating the differences in student 

achievement across the different instructional delivery methods. Since the growth of online and 

distance learning in higher education, researchers have not only focused on grades but also how 

distance learners and traditional learners perceive course effectiveness and critical thinking 

disposition in the classroom. Jones, Irani, & Ricketts (2003) studied the effect of students’ 

disposition to think critically in a graduate research course, offered by the same instructor in 

traditional face-to-face courses and online learning courses and found that online learners were 

not significantly different than traditional learners. In addition, Jones et al. (2003) reported that 

traditional students were significantly different than online learners in truth-seeking and 

inquisitiveness; thereby, that traditional students demonstrate a greater eager for knowledge than 

online learners.  

 While some researchers saw significant difference in student achievement using different 

instructional delivery methods, more recent data suggests that online learning course to be just as 

effective as traditional classroom courses (Jefferson & Paul, 2019). In studies using grades as the 

means of measurement for student achievement, such as the one conducted by Jefferson and Paul 

in 2019, the results indicated that online learners and traditional learners perform at the same 

level.  

Similar studies by McKissack (1997) and Jones (2005) also revealed no significant 

differences in grade point averages between traditional classroom courses and distance education 

courses; however, it was found that students tended to withdraw from Internet-based courses 

more than from traditional classroom courses. In other studies, researchers found that the grade 

distributions reported in courses taught both in the traditional classroom and via Internet were 
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equivalent (Martin & Bramble, 1996; Dutra et al., 1999). The number of courses taught in the 

traditional classroom settings and distance education-based course delivery method have been 

disproportional.  

Research on High Stakes Testing Courses 

Some historians believe that high stakes testing originated in Chinese civil service 

positions in 2200 B.C., as candidates were required to demonstrate proficiency in music, archery, 

horsemanship, writing, arithmetic, and ceremonies of public and social life (Huddleston & 

Rockwell, 2015). In the United States, however, high stakes testing can be traced back to the 

1983 release of “A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform” (National 

Commission of Excellence in Education [NCEE], 1983). This report was presented to President 

Ronald Regan. It declared U.S. schools inadequate compared to schools in Japan and Germany 

(Au, 2013).  The “A Nation at Risk” sparked the start of reform at the federal, state, and local 

education levels.  The National Commission on Excellence (1983) in Education explain the 

quality of education in America: 

Our Nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, 

science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors throughout the 

world. If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre 

education performance that exists today, we might as well view it as an act of war (para. 

2). 

Over the last decade education in the United States has forgone a significant transformation. 

State and federal governments have introduced high stakes testing and accountability in an effort 

to hold teachers and students responsible (Hursh, 2013). The passing of the No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB) (2002) and the later succession of legislative acts have had “a profound 
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impact on educational policy. An increased emphasis on teacher accountability and effectiveness 

led to the use of standardized test to determine tangible rewards or punishments” (p. 1). In 2015, 

the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was passed. ESSA was authorized in 1965, requiring a 

State educational agency (SEA) to hold schools accountable based on results on statewide 

assessments and other academic indicators (Department of Education, 2017).   

In recent years, some researchers have shifted the focus to high stakes testing and higher 

education. For example, Hartley and Rosovky (2002) conducted a study identifying students’ 

diversified natural, students’ response to the instructor’s assessment and the idea of student 

consumerism, pressure from administration, and the role of stakeholders as main factors of grade 

inflation. The findings of the study suggested that deflating policies can negatively harm student 

in a case of being awarded scholarships. Koretz (2005) suggested that educational policymakers, 

with their effort to create a more effective educational system with less test-based instruction, 

consider redesigning external tests in other ways to minimize grade inflation. These steps have 

included the educational responsiveness to (a) setting attainable performance targets, (b) relying 

on multiple measures, and (c) reestablishing a role for professional judgment (Koretz, 2005). 

Although significant research on high stakes testing has been done in secondary 

education, there is not much research on high stakes testing and grade distribution in higher 

education.  

For-Profit Colleges and Universities 
 

While grade inflation has become a concern in all sectors of higher education, the 

structure of For-Profit Colleges and Universities (FPCU) as profit-driven, business-like entities, 

combined with the marginalized student populations they serve, places FPCUs in a precarious 

position where grade inflation is distinctly incentivized (Kisner, 2006). Deming, Goldin, and 
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Katz (2013) assert for-profit, or proprietary, colleges are noted as the fastest-growing 

postsecondary schools in the nation, enrolling a disproportionally high share of disadvantages 

and minority students and individuals ill-prepared for college. For-profit colleges and 

universities have been a fixture in American higher education for years, but investment by public 

companies with access to the capital needed to fun extensive marketing campaigns has raised the 

public’s awareness of FPCUs in the past decade (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). As many of 

these schools are big national chains, they derive most of their revenue from taxpayer funded 

student financial aid. They are of interest to policy makers not only for the role they play in the 

higher education spectrum but also for the value they provide to their students. During the 19th 

century, FPCUs were noted for providing access to education for marginalized peoples, 

including Black Americans, Native Americans, people who are Blind and Deaf, women, and for 

students who did not seek a traditional education (Geiger, 2000; Kinser, 2006; Ruch, 2001). The 

FPCUs today largely educate nontraditional students (e.g., populations of color, students who 

work full-time, adult learners, or individuals 25 years of age or older) and encompass a vast array 

of institution types in terms of geographic scope (e.g., enterprise or multi-campus institutions), 

ownership and level of degree granted (e.g., certifications, associates, doctoral degree; Floyd, 

2007; Kinser, 2006).Yet, with business-like educational practices, many questions remain 

concerning the grade distributions and achievement for FPCUs. These postsecondary institutions 

have been particularly responsive to the adult students because of their attraction to serve adult 

learners (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). 

Currently, the research literature on college grades strongly suggest that modern 

collegiate education is no exception at FPCUs. With these pathways in mind, Baird, Carter, & 

Roos (2019) indicated claims that FPCUs commit academic fraud through grade inflation to a 
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greater extent than traditional nonprofit colleges and universities. The researchers found that 

when FPCUs are compared to more traditional institutes of higher education, FPCUs engage in 

systemic grade-inflation to retain students who may not be academically applicable. Results 

showed that merely enrollment in an FPCU resulted in both a higher college GPA and increased 

odds of graduating for students seeking an Associate’s degree, while considering indicators of 

academic preparedness and demographic difference between the students that enrolled at both 

FPCUs and traditional institutions (Baird et al., 2019). As a result, “findings support the notion 

that the structure of FPCUs lends them to an increased inflation of grades” (Baird et al., 2019). 

Thus, these figures help to demonstrate the remaining concern of grade distribution and inflation 

in higher education. The study suggests that grade inflation and the concern of grade distribution 

remains a concern in American traditional colleges and university and FPCUs.  

Current Grade Policies 
 

A number of colleges and universities have adopted anti-grade inflation polices including 

schools in Texas, New York, and North Carolina. For example, to further arrest grade inflation, 

some colleges have implemented transcript transparency (e.g., Texas’ “Honest Transcript Bill”), 

where notes of how course grades are distributed, and students’ compared grades are provided in 

student transcripts.  

The Texas Legislature is attempting to address the concern of grade inflation, whereby: 

[T]he Texas Legislature is following the lead of a number of schools that have decided to 

police themselves: Columbia University, Dartmouth, Indiana University, and Eastern 

Kentucky ‘contextualize’ grades on transcripts. For example, the school will indicate the 

number of students enrolled in each class and the average grade of the class on the 

students’ transcripts. Indiana University places on transcripts the grade distribution for 
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each course, the class grade point average, and the average student GPA for each course. 

(Lindsay, 2019, p. 2) 

In another attempt to tackle grade inflation, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

(UNC at Chapel Hill) adopted ‘contextual grading.’ Under this new policy, recommended by the 

Educational Policy Committee, “student transcripts now will contain ‘not just what the 

individual student earned in a course, but also what the class average was; thereby, providing the 

‘context’ for the grade” (Lindsay, 2014, p. 23). This suggests some ways educational institutions 

are developing ways to rectify the ongoing problem of grade inflation. In 2008, Columbia 

professor Susan Elmes, director of undergraduate studies for economics (Augustine-Obi, 2016), 

noted that her “department had created a standardized curve specifically to combat grade 

inflation” (para. 2).  In sum, this evidence suggests that some institutions of higher learning are 

having conversations on the distribution of grades in modern day.  

A few researchers support additional ways to control grade inflation through use of social 

construction classrooms, where the learner gains knowledge through meaningful social 

interaction with others and applies that information to a context in which they are familiar and 

can relate (Secore, 2017). Instructors must understand that education is not about how to teach 

but about how students learn (Cole, 2012). Theorists agreed that social construction is relevant as 

a learning theory in the 21st century (Cole et al., 1978; Holland, Gallant, & Colosetti, 1994; 

Chandler & Teckchandani, 2015). The constructivist methodology has a completely different 

approach to leaning, in which it eliminates the drill and practice methods of instruction (Dewey, 

1902). John Dewey, one of the modern constructivist theorists, believed that students’ learning 

should evolve from students’ experiences rather than fixed or determined learning style 

(McLeod, 2019). According to constructivist theorists, student learning is the process of creating 



 53 

meaning, and students must become productive learners with the capacity to take accountability 

for their own learning (Marzano, 1992). Using the andragogical principles, the instructor can 

tailor the instruction to meet student interest by involving the students in planning the learning 

objectives and activities and solving real-world business problems (Chan, 2010). These 

educational practices are based on andragogy, which is defined as “the art and science of helping 

adults learn” (Knowles, 1980, p. 43-44) and can support the practice of social construction in 

traditional face-to-face and distance education course instruction. Andragogy improves 

communication between student and teacher; they work together as partners to design 

instructional content and methods to suit the students’ needs (Chan, 2010). This is important 

because researchers have considered the use of instructional learning methods to abate grade 

inflation in higher education. In such, some researchers have begun to consider other factors to 

assuage grade inflation through analyzing student evaluations (Chan, 2010).  

Thus, revising student evaluations of faculty instruction continue to be an ongoing 

discussion as a way to abate grade inflation. In a study by Blum (2017), findings suggest that 

students are not adequate to evaluate instructors teaching abilities; “universities need to balance 

students’ comments with instructor performance,” (p. 2304); thereby, minimizing the 

significance of faculty performance evaluations. Adrian, Phelps, & Totten (2017) recommend the 

need to “close the deal” (p. 48) by forming a relationship with the student and faculty to build 

trust in order for the student to better understand how completing the evaluation may impact 

their course grade. This may help as a method to decrease the inflation of grades. In conjunction 

with the study of student evaluations for faculty, Caruth & Caruth (2013) found that instructors 

who practice grade inflation tend to be more forgiving of students in hopes that the student will 

in return the student provide positive feedback resulting in positive student evaluations. To 
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replace student evaluations, Blum (2017) indicated faculty evaluations could occur annually in a 

peer review process with the university by a panel of peers. There are many positives to this 

approach including faculty building better student-teacher relationships to support student 

success for greater evaluation scores. However, there is concern that may also be present that are 

worth considering including whether the student-teacher relationships will demonstrate an 

improvement in student evaluation score for faculty members to help with the distribution of 

grades. 

Summary 

 The review of literature provided an overview of: (a) history of grade inflation in the 

United States, (b) results of earlier studies on grade inflation, (c) grade distribution between 

instructional delivery methods, (d) the research related to high stakes testing, and (e) the 

research related to for-profit colleges and universities. Grade distribution was emphasized to 

integrate significant findings with the defined research questions. In addition, the review of 

literature presented findings on distance education, history of distance education, online 

instruction, technology knowledge, adult education and lifelong learning, and varied 

learning style inventories, including the Kolb Learning Theory, The Grasha-Reichman, 

VARK and micro-learning and Integrated Micro-learning.  

The review of literature on the prevailing trends of grade inflation and its effect on higher 

education in the United States show that, although a number of colleges and universities have in 

recent years started to adopt policies and efforts to combat grade inflation, there remains the 

dialogue on grade inflation by acknowledging that it is a serious problem in the United States 

(Strauss, 2013). Further, a consideration of grade distributions within universities is relevant to 

ongoing concerns in courses of high stakes testing and distance education learning in college. 
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Although there have been multiple studies over the past two decades that researched the 

demographics, teaching pedagogies and learning outcomes between some combination of 

traditional learning, online learning and blended learning, few studies have focused explicitly on 

the differentials in final grades for all the learning modes, and no study has analyzed data using 

only one specific class. Additionally, many of the citations explored are out of date and would 

benefit from updated research and results. Many researchers study online learning and learning 

styles, but the combined study of grade distribution and high stakes testing and instructional 

delivery methods in higher education. This study aims to fill these gaps by taking a critical look 

at student outcomes and grade distributions across all modes of learning.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

Introduction 

This quantitative research analysis was done in order to provide observational evidence 

regarding the influence of instructional delivery methods and the impact of high stakes courses 

on grade distribution at a university in southern Alabama. The purpose of this study was to 

explore the relationship between traditional classrooms and distance-education instructional 

delivery methods, and the relationship of high stakes testing courses in relation to grade 

distribution for specified academic disciplines (Nursing, Social Work, and Human Services). 

This chapter describes the research design, population and sample, instrumentation, data 

collection procedures, data analysis, and research questions and hypotheses.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine grade distribution for 

undergraduate courses with set grade assignments, instructional course delivery, and high stakes 

testing, and to explore the possibility of grade inflation in the CHHS Program at a university in 

south Alabama. In this research, secondary data was obtained from faculty, and the researcher 

analyzed the data to answer the proposed research questions. The data represents final grades and 

grade points assigned within a semester of traditional face-to-face setting (16 weeks) and 

distance education setting (9-week online term) courses at a university in south Alabama. This 

research investigated three academic disciplines: Nursing (NSG), Social Work (SWK), and 

Human Services (HS). 

Information based on this study will be instrumental in informing institutional 

administrators in course program curriculums, as well assisting in the efforts to develop effective 
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strategies for assignment of grade points for grade distribution. The grade distributions of the 

disciplines were compared in order to identify and understand any significant differences 

between the three academic disciplines.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Research Question #1: What is the average mean grade for high stakes testing courses for 

each of three (Nursing, Social Work, and Human Services) undergraduate programs? 

Research Question #2: Is there a significant difference in mean grades for each of six 

courses (HS 3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, SWK 4480) instructed in 

online verses traditional? 

Null Hypothesis: H0: u(online) = u(traditional) 
 

H0:11 There is no difference in mean grades for HS 3310 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

H0:12 There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 2250 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

H0:13 There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 3303 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

H0:14 There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 3375 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

H0:15 There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 4471 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

H0:16 There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 4480 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 
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Research Question #3: Is there a significant difference of grade distributions between 

Social Work (SWK 4471 and SWK 4472) and Nursing (NSG 2271 and NSG 2282) high stakes 

testing courses? 

Null Hypothesis: H0: u(Social Work) = u(Nursing) 
 

H0:31  There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2282 and NSG 2271 grade distributions.  

H0:32  There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2282 and SWK 4471 grade distributions.  

H0:33  There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2282 and SWK 4472 grade distributions.  

H0:34  There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2271 and SWK 4471 grade distributions.  

H0:35  There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2271 and SWK 4472 grade distributions.  

H0:36  There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of SWK 

4471 and SWK 4472 grade distributions.  

Research Design 

As this study is in the domain of evaluation research involving the collection and analysis of 

secondary data, the researchers chose a nonexperimental design. After excluding 73 courses that 

did not match the study criteria, 36 courses were deemed to be suitable for the purpose of 

analyzing grade distribution. Each course involved in the study was comprised of course sections 

instructed by part-time and full-time faculty in the 2019-2020 academic year.  The study sample 

included undergraduate courses from each of the three identified curriculum areas of study at the 
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university level. The 36 courses included: 17 courses in Nursing: NSG 2202, NSG 2255, NSG 

2256, NSG 2265, NSG 2266, NSG 2271 (2 sections), NSG 2280, NSG 2281, NSG 2282 (2 

sections), NSG 3300 (2 sections), NSG 3301 (2 sections), NSG 3310 (2 sections); 17 courses in 

Social Work: SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 3340, SWK 4471 (3 sections), SWK 

4472 (2 sections), SWK 4480 (3 sections), SWK 4483 (2 sections), SWK 4482 (3 sections); and 

two courses in Human Services: HS 3310 and HS 3399. HS 3310 (4 sections) and HS 3399 (2 

sections) (see Table 3.1). 

 

Table 3.1 

Nursing | Social Work | Human Services Undergraduate Courses  

Academic programs Total courses 

Nursing  17 

Social Work 17 

Human Services 2 

Total 36 

 

Descriptive analysis was used to analyze data for Question #1. The descriptive study was 

used to examine the association between high stakes testing courses and grade distribution. 

Description of data is needed to determine the normality of the distribution (Dutta, 2012). The 

mean, standard deviation, mode, median, and range were calculated and described. The measure 

of central tendency for mean grades are indicated. However, the central value alone is not 

sufficient to accurately describe the distribution (Kaul, 2007). Therefore, a measure of the spread 

of the actual grade scores to describe how the grades are distributed is required (Dutta, 2012).  A 
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t-test for independent samples was used for Question #2. Levene’s test was used to assess the 

homogeneity of variance between the online term vs. traditional semester. According to Green 

and Salkind (2005), Levene’s test is used in a t-test to assess whether the variances for the groups 

are equal. If the Levene’s test is significant at the .05 level, the equality of variances assumptions 

is violated and the t value that does not assume equal variances is reported. However, if the 

Levene’s test is not significant, the sample variances are considered equivalent and the results of 

the analyses are considered valid. An argument could be made to support consistently reporting 

the t value for unequal variances, thus eliminating the need to assess whether the groups are 

equal, according to Green and Salkind (2005). The grade distributions were analyzed for 

Question # 3 by using a crosstabulation and Chi-square analysis to determine if the SWK courses 

and NSG high stakes testing courses are significantly different. Chi-square was used to test each 

grade within the two groups (Social Work and Nursing). Chi-square, a test of independence, was 

used to calculate the differences observed and expected frequencies between the groups and 

compute percentage of grades in each group distribution. A standard of residual value was 

computed. The mean value was set at 0 with a standard deviation of 1. The results are reported in 

Chapter 4. 

The instructional delivery methods of interest in this study focus on traditional face-to-

face classrooms and distance education course sections taught by both part-time and full-time 

faculty at the university. The instructional method with use of high stakes testing was employed 

in courses that demonstrated minimal grade points spread across the course of instruction. This 

study was quantitative in that it gathered a substantial amount of quantifiable secondary data and 

analyzed that data using statistical techniques as part of a systematic investigation of my 

hypotheses and research questions. As explained earlier, the content of interest is data on grade 
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distribution and high stakes testing for courses with traditional classroom and distance-education 

in the 2019 – 2020 academic year. sought and obtained permission from the Troy University 

Institutional Review Board. The data on each student remained confidential. Construct 

underrepresentation was not an issue as data have been collected on each student in every course 

section in the study.   

Instrument and Data Collection Procedures 

 Instrumentation was not a focus of the study given it was a nonexperimental study 

involving nonprobability sampling. All data for the purposes of the analysis came from 

secondary data sources. Specifically, the data were obtained from faculty teaching the respective 

courses at the university. Data included all grades recorded from the three specified academic 

disciplines (Nursing, Social Work, and Human Services) in each undergraduate course from the 

Fall 2019 (traditional semester), Term 1 (online term), and Term 2 (online term) of the 2019-

2020 academic year. The Fall 2019 semester (16-week classes) was August 14 – December 11, 

2019. Term 1, 2019 (9-week classes) was August 12 – October 13, 2019. Term 2, 2019 (9-week 

classes) was October 14 – December 15, 2019. Data were in the form of Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheets listing all courses taken by the target population and the corresponding grade. The 

dean of the CHHS and the researcher retrieved the Excel data sheets from faculty. The courses 

were aggregated according to academic disciplines. Related disciplines were Nursing (NSG), 

Social Work (SWK), and Human Services (HS). All mean course grades were analyzed for 

purposes of grade distribution analysis for each course under the study.  

 The researcher first entered the data onto a research-designed data form, and the data 

were later transferred to SPSS for data analysis. This information included course listing, course 

number, grade point spread, and final course grade. Grades used in the study were the standard 
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4-point letter-grade system, as follows: A, B, C, D, and F, with A = 4 grade points, B = 3 grade 

points, C = 2 points, D = 1 grade point, and F = 0 grade points.  

Data Analysis 

 The researcher employed the Statistical Program for Social Sciences (SPSS; Green & 

Salkind, 2005) to analyze the data. SPSS both analyzes and displays the data (Green and Salkind, 

2005). The statistical procedure included the t-test for independent samples and descriptive 

analysis central tendency. All findings reported were based on a .05 level of significance.  

For research question #1, the data was analyzed using the descriptive analysis of central 

tendency. The data was analyzed for all undergraduate high stakes testing courses in the three 

academic disciplines of NSG, SWK, and HS. Thirty-two courses were identified as high stakes 

testing: NSG 2202, NSG 2255, NSG 2256, NSG 2265, NSG 2266, NSG 2271, NSG 2280, NSG 

2281, NSG 2282, NSG 3301 (2 sections), NSG 3310 (2 sections), NSG3300 (2 sections); SWK 

3340, SWK 4471 (3 sections), SWK 4472, SWK 4482 (3 sections), SWK 4483 (3 sections); HS 

3310 (4 sections) and HS 3399 (2 sections). The measure of central tendency described the 

distribution of grades in high stakes testing courses. The researcher analyzed the frequency of 

mean grades by interpreting the data using the mean, median, and mode. The different group 

levels of NSG, SWK, and HS were the independent variables. The average mean grade was the 

dependent variable. The results are reported in Chapter 4.  

For research question #2, the data were analyzed using a t-test for independent samples to 

evaluate the mean grade assigned in each instructional delivery format (term and semester) for 

each of the six courses under study (HS 3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, 

and SWK 4480). The independent samples t-test was used to help determine if the grades are 

significantly different by comparing the score difference between the two groups: online term vs. 
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traditional semester. The group means between online and traditional delivery course type were 

the independent variables. The dependent variable was the mean of grades of each of the six 

courses.  

For research question #3, data were analyzed using a crosstabulation and Chi-square 

analysis to determine if the SWK courses and NSG high stakes testing courses are significantly 

different. The crosstabulation and Chi-square analysis compared the actual frequencies of grades 

(A, B, C, D, & F) with the expected frequencies, and the percentage of each grade reported 

between NSG and SWK high stakes testing courses. The courses were SWK 4471, SWK 4472, 

NSG 2271, and NSG 2282. Some SWK and NSG courses are defined as core curriculum for the 

Bachelor’s degree requirements according to college policies. The study sought to examine the 

difference grade distributions of SWK high stakes testing courses and NSG high stakes testing 

courses. The null hypothesis, therefore, stated that there are no significant differences between 

the academic performance of SWK high stakes testing courses and NSG high stakes testing 

courses. The Chi-square analysis examined the differences in the grades and computed a 

standardized residual value. The Chi-square analysis computed the degree of differences to 

determine the degree of independence between NSG and SWK. The criterion for threshold of 

significance was set at .05. If the difference was significant, then a Sommers’d measure of effect 

size was computed to show the magnitude of the difference.  

The research questions guiding this study helped to align with the goal in relationship to 

the academic disciplines of Human Services, Nursing, and Social Work. The following questions 

and corresponding null hypotheses were formulated to investigate grade distribution and the 

percentage of student performance based on high stakes testing and instructional delivery 

method, both in traditional classrooms and via distance education.  
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Population and Sample 

This study collected data on 109 courses with multiple sections completed in Fall 2019 

(traditional semester), Term 1 (online term), and Term 2 (online term) of the 2019 – 2020 

academic year at a university in southern Alabama. The Fall 2019 semester (16-week classes) 

was August 14 – December 11, 2019. Term 1, 2019 (9-week classes) was August 12 – October 

13, 2019. Term 2, 2019 (9-week classes) was October 14 – December 15, 2019. All the data 

came from a college course database provided by the Office of Institutional Research Board 

located at the university. The data requested were secondary information without student-

identifying information (e.g., no information that revealed the student’s name, social security, 

student identification number, email, etc.), and the grades were aggregated by discipline in the 

form of Excel spreadsheets.  

The student sample was identified and obtained from student final grades as provided by 

the faculty at the university. The sample resulted in undergraduate grades from Fall 2019 

(traditional semester), Term 1 (online term). Exempt category approval was obtained through the 

Institutional Review Board at the university. CHHS faculty teaching the courses in my sample 

were asked to report on the points spread, for the respective courses they teach.  

Ethical Issues 

 The understudy granted permission to conduct the study where the researcher is  

employed. The university’s Dean of the CHHS supported the study. Confidentiality was 

maintained by accessing the students’ records through secure systems. Student data entered and 

obtained for research purposes contained no specific identifying information. The results of the 

data analysis were aggregated data, ensuring that no individual student information can be 

determined from the published results.  
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Institutional Permission 

 The researcher sought permission to undertake the study from Troy University 

Institutional Review Board (IRB). This research study was approved by the TU IRB on 

December 9, 2019. The researcher submitted the IRB Application to Auburn University along 

with the following: (a) Troy University IRB approval, (b) Troy University administrator letter for 

permission to conduct study, and (c) the CITI Program. The data collection process began after 

the researcher IRB approval from Auburn University on February 3, 2020. The Auburn IRB 

approval for this study was #20-41 EX 2002.  

Summary 

This chapter presented information on the selection and justification of the research 

methodology needed to address the research questions (Roberts, 2010). In this research analysis, 

a nonexperimental quantitative research method was the methodology selected to address the 

proposed research questions. Apuke’s (2017) study asserted that quantitative research should 

inform the purpose of the study, the research questions, the design of the study, the population 

and sample, the instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis. In this chapter, the proposed 

hypotheses are integrated into the discussion of the research design. By using secondary data 

analysis as the research methodology, this research project extracted final grade data collected by 

the CHHS faculty on behalf of the administration at a university. The research attempted to 

identify the extent to which course section grade distribution is or is not affected by course 

instructional delivery setting and high stakes testing. The results are reported in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This research project was conducted to provide empirical evidence regarding the 

influence of grade distribution of instructional delivery methods and high stakes testing in a 

university in Southern Alabama. The purpose of the study was to examine the relationship 

between traditional classroom and distance education instructional delivery methods in relation 

to grade distribution patters for specified academic disciplines Human Services (HS), Nursing 

(NSG), and Social Work (SWK) at a university in South Alabama. The study further explored 

high stakes testing courses in programs of HS, NSG and SWK and grade distribution at a 

university in Southern Alabama. This study was guided by three research questions presented in 

Chapter 1 and the corresponding null hypotheses introduced in Chapter 3. The research questions 

and the null hypotheses are addressed in this chapter.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine grade distribution for 

undergraduate courses with set grade assignments, instructional course delivery, and high stakes 

testing, and to explore the possibility of grade inflation in the CHHS Program at a university in 

south Alabama. In this research, secondary data was obtained from faculty, and the researcher 

analyzed the data to answer the proposed research questions. The data represents final grades and 

grade points assigned within a semester of traditional face-to-face setting (16 weeks) and 

distance education setting (9-week online term) courses at a university in south Alabama. This 

research investigated three academic disciplines: Nursing (NSG), Social Work (SWK), and 

Human Services (HS). 
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Information based on this study will be instrumental in informing institutional 

administrators in course program curriculums, as well assisting in the efforts to develop effective 

strategies for assignment of grade points for grade distribution. The grade distributions of the 

disciplines were compared in order to identify and understand any significant differences 

between the three academic disciplines.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions were examined during this study: 

1. What is the average mean grade for high stakes testing courses for each of three (Nursing, 

Social Work, and Human Services) undergraduate programs? 

2. Is there a significant difference in mean grades for each of six courses (HS 3310, SWK 

2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, SWK 4480) instructed in online verses 

traditional? 

3. Is there a significant difference of grade distributions between Social Work (SWK 4471 

and SWK 4472) and Nursing (NSG 2271 and NSG 2282) high stakes testing courses? 

Data Collection 

This study was a nonexperimental study involving nonprobability sampling; therefore, no 

instrumentation was utilized. All data for the purposes of the analyses came from secondary data 

sources. A quantitative approach and a convenience sampling method were used to obtain data 

from faculty teaching the respective courses. Data included all grades recorded from the three 

specified academic disciplines (NSG, SWK, and HS) in each undergraduate course from the Fall 

2019 semester, Term 1, and Term 2 of the 2019-2020 academic year. Data were in the form of 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheets listing all courses taken by the target population and the 

corresponding grade. Excel data sheets were retrieved from faculty and the courses were 
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aggregated according to academic disciplines. All grades were analyzed for purposes of grade 

distribution analysis for each course under the study. For the purposes of this report, grades of W 

(withdrawal), I (incomplete), and S (suspended) were excluded. 

Data were entered onto a research-designed data form and later transferred to SPSS for 

data analysis (Garth, 2008). This information included course listing, course number, grade point 

spread, and final course grade. Grades used in the study were the standard 4-point letter-grade 

system, as follows: A, B, C, D, and F, with A = 4 grade points, B = 3 grade points, C = 2 points, 

D = 1 grade point, and F = 0 grade points.  

The targeted courses were identified from each of the related disciplines of the core 

group. Both introductory and advanced courses with the related instructional delivery and 

highest high stakes testing in the disciplines were identified and the grade distributions were 

analyzed. Data from faculty teaching the respective courses was only available for this study. 

The core group and related disciplines are depicted in Table 4.1, which shows the number of 

sections taught in each course, the number of traditional classroom course sections, and the 

number of distance education course sections for each course under study. 

Analysis of Research Questions 

 Both inferential and descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data gathered from the 

study. The statistical procedure included an independent samples t-test and descriptive analysis 

of central tendency. All findings reported were based on a .05 level of significance.  

Following is the analysis of each research question.  

Research Question 1 

What is the average mean grade for high stakes testing courses for each of three (Nursing, 

Social Work, and Human Services) undergraduate programs? Thirty-two courses were identified 
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as high stakes testing: NSG 2202, NSG 2255, NSG 2256, NSG 2265, NSG 2266, NSG 2271, 

NSG 2280, NSG 2281, NSG 2282, NSG 3301 (2 sections), NSG 3310 (2 sections), NSG3300 (2 

sections); SWK 3340, SWK 4471 (3 sections), SWK 4472, SWK 4482 (3 sections), SWK 4483 

(3 sections); HS 3310 (4 sections) and HS 3399 (2 sections). 

For question 1, descriptive statistics was used to analyze the data. To analyze the 

quantitative data, SPSS was used (Garth, 2008) to first organize the data. Then, basic descriptive 

statistics were used to analyze the data for each of the three academic programs and to describe 

the basic features of the data obtained in the study. Factors were grouped into the following 

categories: nursing, social work, and human services. Central tendency data for each program 

was analyzed to better understand the spread of the data. As shown in Table 4.1, the summaries 

are indicated for the descriptive statistics for high stakes testing course in NSG, SWK, and HS. 

For all three academic programs, the scores on grades ranged from 0 to 4, which 0=F, 1=D, 2=C, 

3=B, and 4=A. The observed mean for HS was 2.9, which was the median for the academic 

programs.  

The reliability was run, and the mean and the standard deviation of the data was reported. 

Measures of central tendency were computed to summarize the data for the three variables: 

nursing, social work, and human services. Measures of dispersion were computed to understand 

the variability of scores for the three variables. Overall, SWK (M = 3.5) scored higher in mean 

grades than NSG (M = 2.86) while both had similar standard deviations (.80 and .87 

respectively). Additionally, the mean for high stakes testing courses in HS (N = 102, M = 3.5, SD 

= .80) indicated a minimally higher-grade normal grade distribution than SWK.  
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Table 4.1 
 
Summary of Descriptive Statistics for Grades in High Stakes Testing Courses on Each Program 
 
Measure Scores on  

nursing 
Scores on  
social work 

Scores on  
human services 

Mean 2.86 3.52 2.9 

Median 3.0 4.0 3.0 

Mode 3.0 4.0 4.0 
Standard deviation .876 .804 1.16 

Maximum 4.0 4.0 4.0 

Minimum .00 .00 .00 

Skewness -.271 -2.07 -1.00 

Std error of skewness .105 .239 .343 

Kurtosis -.518 4.69 .450 

Std error of 
kurtosis 

.209 .474 .674 

Variance .768 .648 1.36 

 
 

Table 4.2 outlines the three academic program and their frequencies and percent from the 

quantitative data analysis process. For each of discipline, the range of grade frequency indicated 

the percent. The statistical analysis indicated a high frequency of grades around 3.0 and 4.0.  
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Table 4.2 

Distribution of Frequencies and Percent of Grades 
 
Program Grade Frequency Percent 

 
 
 
 
Nursing (N=546) 

A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

F 

147 
 

204 
 

171 
 

21 
 
3 

26.9 
 

37.4 
 

31.3 
 

3.8 
 

.5 

 
 
Social work (N=102) 

A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

F 
 

68 
 

25 
 
5 
 
3 
 
1 

66 
 

24 
 
5 
 
3 
 
1 

 
 
Human services (N=48) 

A 
 

B 
 

C 
 

D 
 

F 

21 
 

11 
 

12 
 
1 
 
3 

43.8 
 

22.9 
 

25.0 
 

2.1 
 

6.3 

 
 
 The histograms presented in Figures 1-3 illustrate the distribution of grades for NSG, 

SWK, and HS. Frequency of grades was displayed on the y-axis, and the range of letter grades 

was shown on the x-axis, ranging from 0 to 4, which 0=F, 1=D, 2=C, 3=B, and 4=A. The curves 

for NSG grades were positively skewed indicating normal distribution for mean grades. The 

curves for SWK and HS grades were negatively skewed. 
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Figure 4 
 
Distribution of Grades High Stakes Testing on Nursing  
 

 
 
Figure 5 
 
Distribution of Grades High Stakes Testing on Social Work 
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Figure 6 
 
Distribution of Grades High Stakes Testing on Human Services 
 

 

 

Research Question 2  

Research question two explored whether there is a significant difference in mean grades 

for each of six courses (HS 3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, SWK 4480) 

instructed in online vs. traditional?  Six independent samples t-tests were used to evaluate 

whether the mean grade in HS 3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, and SWK 

4480 differ between traditional classroom courses sections and distance education course 

sections taught in the same academic period. The dependent variable was mean grades of each 

course. The independent variable was traditional vs. online delivery course type. Table 4.3 

displays the descriptive statistics of class type for Research Question 1. The dependent variable 

was grades. 
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Table 4.3 

Descriptive Statistics of Class Type for Research Question # 1 

 
Courses 

 
Traditional 

 
Online 

 
HS 3310 

 
N = 26 
M = 3.23 
SD = .95 

 
N = 65 
M = 2.92 
SD = 1.22 

SWK 2250 N = 25 
M = 3.20 
SD = 1.08 

N = 44 
M = 3.31 
SD = 1.13 

SWK 3303 N = 10 
M = 3.00 
SD = .666 

N = 18 
M = 2.94 
SD = .998 

SWK 3375  N = 13 
M = 3.76 
SD = .438 

N = 51 
M = 2.74 
SD = 1.32 

SWK 4471 
 

N = 25 
M = 3.68 
SD = .556 

N = 13 
M = 3.69 
SD = .480 

SWK 4480 
 

N = 24 
M = 3.66 
SD = .564 

N = 36 
M = 3.86 
SD = .350 

 

Hypothesis 21 is related to HS 3310. 

 H0:21 There is no difference in mean grades for HS 3310 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

Table 4.3 shows that, on average, HS 3310 traditional classroom course sections (M = 

3.23, SD = .95) had minimally higher mean grades but less variation in grade distribution in 

comparison to the online course sections (M = 2.92, SD = 1.22). This difference was not 
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statistically significant t(89) = -1.146, p = .255, suggesting the minimally higher mean grade 

average in the traditional classroom course was not more than would have been expected because 

of chance. The η² index was .015, indicating a large effect size.  Larger effect sizes are easier to 

detect but may not be as reliable while smaller effect sizes require a larger sample size to detect. 

Given the unequal sample sizes, a Levene’s test was used to assess the homogeneity of variances 

between the two samples. The results of the Levene’s test, .12, was not significant at the .05 

level, therefore indicating that the sample variance would be considered equivalent. Fail to reject 

H0.  

Hypothesis 22  is related to SWK 2250. 

H0:22 There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 2250 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

Table 4.3 shows that on the average, SWK 2250 traditional classroom course sections (M 

= 3.20, SD = 1.08) had minimally lower mean grades than did distance education course sections 

(M = 3.31, SD = 1.13). This difference was not statistically significant t(67) = 0.42, p = .674, 

suggesting the minimally higher mean grade average in the online course was not more than 

would have been expected because of chance. The η² index was .003, indicating a small effect 

size. Given the unequal sample sizes, a Levene’s test was used to assess the homogeneity of 

variances between the two samples. The results of the Levene’s test, .97, was not significant at 

the .05 level, therefore indicating that the sample variance would be considered equivalent. Fail 

to reject H0. 

Hypothesis 23 is related to SWK 3303. 

H0:23 There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 3303 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 
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Table 4.3 shows that on the average, SWK 3303 traditional classroom course sections (M 

= 3.00, SD = .66) had minimally higher mean grades and less variation of grade distribution than 

did online course sections (M = 2.94, SD = .998). This difference was not statistically significant 

t(26) = -0.16, p = .877, suggesting the minimally higher mean grade in the traditional classroom 

course sections was not more than would have been expected because of chance. The η² index 

was .001, indicating a small effect size. Given the unequal sample sizes, a Levene’s test was used 

to assess the homogeneity of variances between the two samples. The results of the Levene’s 

test, .37, was not significant at the .05 level, therefore indicating that the sample variance would 

be considered equivalent. Fail to reject H0. 

Hypothesis 24  is related to SWK 3375. 

H0:24 There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 3375 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

 Table 4.3 shows that on the average, SWK 3375 traditional classroom course sections (M 

= 3.76, SD = .43) had significantly higher of the variation of grade distribution than did distance 

education course sections (M = 2.74, SD = 1.32).  The difference in grades between the two 

courses is statistically significant t(57) = -4.62, p < .001. The η² index was .108, indicating a 

large effect size. A Levene’s test was used to assess the assumption of homogeneity of variance. 

Since the assumption of homogeneity is not met, equal variance not assumed. The results of the 

Levene’s test, .002, was significant at the .05 level. Reject H0.  We reject the null hypothesis and 

conclude that SWK 3375 traditional classroom course sections and distance education course 

sections differed significantly in grade distribution.  

Hypothesis 25 is related to SWK 4471. 
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H0:25  There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 4471 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

Table 4.3 shows that on the average, SWK 4471 traditional classroom course sections (M 

= 3.68, SD = .55) had minimally lower mean grades than did distance education course sections 

(M = 3.69, SD = .48). This difference was not statistically significant t(36) = .68, p = .946, 

suggesting the minimally higher mean grade average in the distance education course was not 

more than would have been expected because of chance. The η² index was .00, indicating a small 

effect size. Given the unequal sample sizes, a Levene’s test was used to assess the homogeneity 

of variances between the two samples. The results of the Levene’s test, .70, was not significant at 

the .05 level, therefore indicating that the sample variance would be considered equivalent. Fail 

to reject H0. 

Hypothesis 26  is related to SWK 4480. 

H0:26 There is no difference in mean grades for SWK 4480 with regard to online vs. 

traditional. 

Table 4.3 shows that on the average, SWK 4480 traditional classroom course sections (M 

= 3.66, SD = .56) had lower mean grades than did online course sections (M = 3.86, SD = .35). 

This difference was not statistically significant t(58) = 1.64, p = .105, suggesting the higher mean 

grade average in the distance education course was not more than would have been expected 

because of chance. The η² index was .045, indicating a medium effect size. Given the unequal 

sample sizes, a Levene’s test was used to assess the homogeneity of variances between the two 

samples. The results of the Levene’s test, .002, was not significant at the .05 level, therefore 

indicating that the sample variance would be considered equivalent. Fail to reject H0. 
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Research Question 3  

Is there a significant difference of grade distributions between Social Work (SWK 4471 

and SWK 4472) and Nursing (NSG 2271 and NSG 2282) high stakes testing courses? 

The crosstabulation and Chi-square analysis compared the actual frequencies of grades 

(A, B, C, D, & F) with the expected frequencies, and the percentage of each grade reported 

between NSG and SWK high stakes testing courses. The courses were SWK 4471, SWK 4472, 

NSG 2282, and NSG 2271. The Chi-square analysis examined the differences in the grades and 

computed a standardized residual value. A standard residual was also calculated to compare 

differences in actual frequencies from expected frequencies. The Chi-square analysis computed 

the degree of differences to determine the degree of independence between NSG and SWK. The 

criterion for threshold of significance was set at .05. The dependent variable was mean grades of 

each course. The independent variable was the two program groups.  

Hypothesis 31 is related to NSG 2282 and NSG 2271. 

H0:31 There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2282 and NSG 2271 grade distributions. 

As displayed in Table 4.4, A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine 

the relationship between NSG 2282 and NSG 2271 high stakes testing courses. The relation 

between these variables was significant, (x2 (8) = 91.52, p < .001). Therefore, the grades between 

NSG 2282 and NSG 2271  were significantly different, and the null hypothesis was rejected.  
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Table 4.4  
 
Chi-square analysis of  NSG 2282 and NSG 2271   
 

 
Statistical Analysis (p = .05) 

  
NSG 2282 

 
NSG 2271 

 
N = 50  
 
Grade: A     (n = 2)              
 

 
 

Actual count 
Expected count 

 

 
 
1 

1.0 

 
 
1 

1.0 
 
 

 
 
Grade: B     (n = 22) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
  

 
15 

15.0 
 

 
17 

17.0 
 

 
 
Grade: C     (n = 57) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
34 

34.0 
 

 
23 

23.0 
 

 
 
Grade: D     (n = 8) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
0 
0 

 
8 

8.0 

 
 
Grade: F     (n = 1) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
0 
0 
 

 
1 

1.0 
 

Pearson Chi-square: 91.52 (df = 8); 
Significance < .001 
 
Sommers’d effect size: .774 

   

 

Hypothesis 32 is related to NSG 2282 and SWK 4471. 

H0:32 There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2282 and SWK 4471 grade distributions. 

As displayed in Table 4.5, A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine 

the relationship between NSG 2282 and SWK 4471 high stakes testing courses. The relation 

between these variables was significant, x2 (4) = 11.25, p = .024. Therefore, the analysis 

determined significant differences in the grades and rejected the null hypothesis.  
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Table 4.5  
 
Chi-square analysis of  NSG 2282 and SWK 4471. 
 

 
Statistical Analysis (p = .05) 

  
NSG 2282 

 
SWK 4471 

 
N = 38  
 
Grade: A     (n = 28) 
 

 
 

Actual count 
Expected count 

 

 
 
1 

1.0 
 

 
 

27 
1.0 

 
 

 
 
Grade: B     (n = 25) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
  

 
15 

15.0 
 

 
10 

17.0 
 

 
 
Grade: C     (n = 22) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
22 

22.0 
 

 
0 
0 
 

 
 
Grade: D     (n = 1) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
0 
0 

 
1 

1.0 

Pearson Chi-square: 11.25 (df = 4); 
Significance p= .024 
 
Sommers’d effect size: .522 

   

 
 

Hypothesis 33 is related to NSG 2282 and SWK 4472. 

H0:33 There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2282 and SWK 4472 grade distributions. 

As displayed in Table 4.6, A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine 

the relationship between NSG 2282 and SWK 4472 high stakes testing courses. The relation 

between these variables was significant, x2 (8) = 23.88, p = .022. Therefore, the analysis 

determined significant differences in the grades and rejected the null hypothesis.  
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Table 4.6  
 
Chi-square analysis of  NSG 2282 and SWK 4472. 
 

 
Statistical Analysis (p = .05) 

  
NSG 2282 

 
SWK 4472 

 
N = 22  
 
Grade: A     (n = 8) 
 

 
 

Actual count 
Expected count 

 

 
 
1 

1.0 
 

 
 
7 

7.0 
 
 

 
 
Grade: B     (n = 24) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
  

 
15 

15.0 
 

 
9 

9.0 
 

 
 
Grade: C     (n = 8) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
6 

6.0 
 

 
2 

2.0 
 

 
 
Grade: D     (n = 3) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
0 
0 

 
3 

3.0 

 
 
Grade: F     (n = 1) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
0 
0 
 

 
1 

1.0 
 

Pearson Chi-square: 23.88 (df = 8); 
Significance p = .002 
 
Sommers’d effect size: .747 

   

 
Hypothesis 34 is related to NSG 2271 and SWK 4471. 

H0:34 There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2271 and SWK 4471 grade distributions. 

As displayed in Table 4.7, a chi-square test of independence was performed to examine 

the relationship between NSG 2271 and SWK 4471 high stakes testing courses. The relation 

between these variables was significant, x2 (4) = 13.93, p = .008. Therefore, the analysis 

determined significant differences in the grades and rejected the null hypothesis.  
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Table 4.7  
 
Chi-square analysis of  NSG 2271 and SWK 4471. 
 

 
Statistical Analysis (p = .05) 

  
NSG 2271 

 
SWK 4471 

 
N = 38  
 
Grade: A     (n = 28) 
 

 
 

Actual count 
Expected count 

 

 
 
1 

1.0 
 

 
 

27 
27.0 

 
 

 
 
Grade: B     (n = 27) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
  

 
17 

17.0 
 

 
10 

10.0 
 

 
 
Grade: C     (n = 20) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
20 

20.0 
 

 
0 
0 
 

 
 
Grade: D     (n = 1) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
0 
0 

 
1 

1.0 

 
 
Grade: F     (n = 0) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
0 
0 
 

 
0 
0 
 

Pearson Chi-square: 13.93 (df = 4); 
Significance p = .008 
 
Sommers’d effect size: .579 

   

 

Hypothesis 35 is related to NSG 2271 and SWK 4472.  

H0:35 There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of NSG 

2271 and SWK 4472 grade distributions. 

As displayed in Table 4.8, a chi-square test of independence was performed to examine 

the relationship between NSG 2271 and SWK 4472 high stakes testing courses. The relation 

between these variables was significant, x2 (8) = 24.03, p = .002. Therefore, the analysis 

determined significant differences in the grades and rejected the null hypothesis.  
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Table 4.8  

Chi-square analysis of  NSG 2271 and SWK 4472.  

 
Statistical Analysis (p = .05) 

  
NSG 2271 

 
SWK 4472 

 
N = 22  
 
Grade: A     (n = 8) 
 

 
 

Actual count 
Expected count 

 

 
 
1 

1.0 
 

 
 
7 

7.0 
 
 

 
 
Grade: B     (n = 26) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
  

 
17 

17.0 
 

 
9 

9.0 
 

 
 
Grade: C     (n = 6) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
4 

4.0 
 

 
2 

2.0 
 

 
 
Grade: D     (n = 3) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
0 
0 

 
3 

3.0 

 
 
Grade: F     (n = 1) 

 
Actual count 

Expected count 
 

 
0 
0 
 

 
1 

1.0 
 

Pearson Chi-square: 24.03 (df = 8); 
Significance < .002 
 
Sommers’d effect size: .641 

   

 

Hypothesis 36 is related to SWK 4471 and SWK 4472.  

H0:36 There is no significant difference between high stakes testing courses of SWK 

4471 and SWK 4472 grade distributions.  

The chi-square analysis between SWK 4471 and SWK 4472 did not meet the assumption 

of at least 5 expected observations in each cell of the crosstabulation. Therefore, there is not 

enough data to compute this analysis.  
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Summary 

The purpose of this nonexperimental research study was to explore the relationship 

between traditional classrooms and distance-education instructional delivery methods, and the 

relationship of high stakes testing courses in relation to grade distribution for specified academic 

disciplines (Nursing, Social Work, and Human Services). Chapter 4 presented a description of 

the sample, methodology and analysis, summary of findings, presentation of data and results, and 

a summary. Results were analyzed according to the study’s primary research questions. In 

Chapter 5, the conclusion, implications of these findings, limitations of the research, and 

recommendations for educational administrators based on this work were presented.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Introduction 
 

 The first chapter provided an introduction to the study. The purpose, significance, 

research questions, assumptions, limitations, and definitions of the terms were also identified. 

The second chapter outlined the literature review of grade distribution, grade inflation, and 

distance education in higher education. The third chapter described the research design, the 

instrument and data collection procedures, data analysis, research questions and hypothesis, 

population and sample, ethical issues, and institutional permission. The fourth chapter presented 

the findings of the study including how the data were organized, a description of the sample, and 

descriptive and/or inferential statistics on each research question. This chapter provides a 

summary of the study, identifies the overall conclusions, and explains recommendations. The 

summary will describe the background, purpose, and design of the study. The conclusions will 

synthesize the statistical analysis and results of the three research questions. The 

recommendations will present ways to utilize the results and make proposals for further research. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to examine grade distribution for 

undergraduate courses with set grade assignments, instructional course delivery, and high stakes 

testing, and to explore the possibility of grade inflation in the CHHS Program at a university in 

south Alabama. In this research, secondary data was obtained from faculty, and the researcher 

analyzed the data to answer the proposed research questions. The data represents final grades and 

grade points assigned within a semester of traditional face-to-face setting (16 weeks) and 

distance education setting (9-week online term) courses at a university in south Alabama. This 
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research investigated three academic disciplines: Nursing (NSG), Social Work (SWK), and 

Human Services (HS). 

Information based on this study will be instrumental in informing institutional 

administrators in course program curriculums, as well assisting in the efforts to develop effective 

strategies for assignment of grade points for grade distribution. The grade distributions of the 

disciplines were compared in order to identify and understand any significant differences 

between the three academic disciplines.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions were examined during this study: 

1. What is the average mean grade for high stakes testing courses for each of three 

(Nursing, Social Work, and Human Services) undergraduate programs? 

2. Is there a significant difference in mean grades for each of six courses (HS 3310, 

SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, SWK 4480) instructed in online 

verses traditional? 

3. Is there a significant difference of grade distributions between Social Work (SWK 

4471 and SWK 4472) and Nursing (NSG 2271 and NSG 2282) high stakes testing 

courses? 

Summary of Findings 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between traditional classrooms 

and distance-education instructional delivery methods as well as the relationship of high stakes 

testing courses in relation to grade distribution, as well as to explore the possibility of grade 

inflation in the CHHS Program at a university in south Alabama. All data for the purposes of the 

analysis came from secondary data sources. Specifically, the data were obtained from faculty 
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teaching the respective courses at the university. Data included all grades recorded from the three 

specified academic disciplines (NSG, SWK, and HS) in each undergraduate course from the Fall 

2019 (traditional semester), Term 1 (online term), and Term 2 (online term) of the 2019-2020 

academic year. 

This study focused on the analysis of grade distribution between traditional classroom 

course sections and distance education course section and high stakes testing for the 2019-2020 

academic year. There is not a lot of research in the areas of grade distribution between traditional 

or distance education course section and high stakes testing; therefore, this study aimed to fill the 

gap in the literature by examining the relationship between grade distribution between course 

section, platform of instructional delivery, and high stakes testing. As discussed in the Literature 

Review, some researchers found that learning experiences in a classroom-based instructional 

method compared with distance education instruction show no significant difference in final 

course grades (Ryan, 2001). The present study continued this line of research by determining 

whether the use of instructional delivery and high stakes testing courses may be associated with 

grade inflation in three CHHS programs.  

The study was based on three research questions and data were analyzed using the 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software program (Green & Salkind, 2005). 

For question one, descriptive statistics were used to analyze data on grade distribution in high 

stakes testing undergraduate courses for each of the three academic programs (e.g., NSG, SWK, 

and HS). Thirty-two courses were identified as high stakes testing. Measures of central tendency 

were used to describe the distribution of grades in high stakes testing courses; the frequency of 

mean grades were analyzed by interpreting the data using the mean, median, and mode. For 

research question two, six independent samples t-tests were used to evaluate whether the mean 
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grade in HS 3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, and SWK 4480 differ 

between traditional classroom course sections and distance education course sections taught 

during the same academic period. A Levene’s test for equality of variance was conducted on 

each analysis to determine if the variances could be considered equal and support reporting a t 

value assuming equal variances. Equal variances could be assumed if the Levene’s test was 

found to not be significant. If Levene’s test was found to be significant, the t value that related to 

equal variance not assumed was reported. The t-test allows for this reporting in instances 

involving variances for the groups and instances in which the sample sizes are unequal (Green & 

Salkind, 2005). Lastly, for question three, a crosstabulation and Chi-square analysis was used to 

determine if the SWK courses and NSG high stakes testing courses are significantly different. 

Chi-square, a test of independence, was used to calculate the differences observed and expected 

frequencies between the groups and compute percentage of grades in each group distribution.  

Research Question 1  

What is the average mean grade for high stakes testing courses for each of three (Nursing, 

Social Work, and Human Services) undergraduate programs? 

Descriptive statistics were used to evaluate 32 courses were identified as high stakes 

testing: NSG 2202, NSG 2255, NSG 2256, NSG 2265, NSG 2266, NSG 2271, NSG 2280, NSG 

2281, NSG 2282, NSG 3301 (2 sections), NSG 3310 (2 sections), NSG3300 (2 sections); SWK 

3340, SWK 4471 (3 sections), SWK 4472, SWK 4482 (3 sections), SWK 4483 (3 sections); HS 

3310 (4 sections) and HS 3399 (2 sections). 

 The results indicated that during the 2019-2020 academic year of study, overall, SWK (M 

= 3.5) scored higher in mean grades than NSG (M = 2.86) while both had similar standard 

deviations (.80 and .87 respectively). Additionally, the mean for high stakes testing courses in 
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HS (n = 102, M = 3.5, SD = .80) indicated a minimally higher-grade normal grade distribution 

than SWK. 

Research Question 2  

Is there a significant difference in mean grades for each of six courses (HS 3310, SWK 

2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, SWK 4480) instructed in online verses. traditional? 

Six independent samples t-tests were used to evaluate whether the mean grade in HS 

3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, and SWK 4480 differ between traditional 

classroom courses sections and distance education course sections taught during the same 

academic period. 

Results indicated that there were no statistically significant differences between the mean 

grade in traditional classroom course sections and the mean grade of distance education course 

sections for HS 3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 4471, and SWK 4480. During the 2019-

2020 academic year of study, there was, however, a statistically significant difference in mean 

grade in traditional classroom course sections and the mean grade of distance education course 

sections for SWK 3375 with traditional classroom course sections experiencing a higher 

variation of grade distribution than did distance education course sections. 

Research Question 3 

Is there a significant difference of grade distributions between Social Work (SWK 4471 

and SWK 4472) and Nursing (NSG 2271 and NSG 2282) high stakes testing courses? 

A crosstabulation and Chi-square analysis was used to compare the actual frequencies of 

grades (A, B, C, D, & F) with the expected frequencies, and the percentage of each grade 

reported between NSG and SWK high stakes testing courses. The courses were SWK 4471, 

SWK 4472, NSG 2271, and NSG 2282. The Chi-square analysis examined the differences in the 
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grades and computed a standardized residual value. The criterion for threshold of significance 

was set at .05. The dependent variable was mean grades of each course. The independent 

variable was the two program groups.  

Results indicated a significant relationship between NSG 2282 and NSG 2271, NSG 

2282 and SWK 4471, NSG 2282 and SWK 4472, NSG 2271 and SWK 4471, and NSG 2271 and 

SWK 4472 high stakes testing courses. The Chi-square analysis indicated a difference in specific 

grades between NSG 2282 and NSG 2271 was significant (p< .001); NSG 2282 and SWK 4471 

was significant (p = .024); NSG 2282 and SWK 4472 was significant (p = .022).; NSG 2271 and 

SWK 4471 was significant (p = .008); NSG 2271 and SWK 4472 was significant (p = .002). 

Therefore, the Chi-square analysis of specific grades found significant differences between NSG 

2282 and NSG 2271, NSG 2282 and SWK 4471, NSG 2282 and SWK 4472, NSG 2271 and 

SWK 4471, and NSG 2271 and SWK 4472 high stakes testing courses and the null hypothesis 

was rejected. The chi-square analysis between SWK 4471 and SWK 4472 did not meet the 

assumption of at least 5 expected observations in each cell of the crosstabulation. Therefore, 

there is not enough data to compute this analysis.  

Conclusions 

 Considering the three research questions and the findings obtained, the following 

conclusions were drawn: 

Research Question 1 
 

The first research question examined the differences in the grade (A, B, C, D, & F) 

distributions in high stakes testing courses in NSG, SWK, and HS. The specific grades for 32 

courses were compared to identify significant differences. The descriptive analysis indicates that 

SWK had significantly higher distribution of As, 66%, than expected and significantly less Bs, 



 91 

24%, Cs, 5%, Ds, 3%, and Fs, 1%. The HS program had significantly higher distribution of As 

(44%) than expected, less Bs (23%) and Cs (25%), and more Fs (6%) and less Ds (2%). 

Therefore, the results indicated that grade inflation had occurred in SWK and HS high stakes 

testing courses during the 2019-2020. The graphs shown in Figures 4-6 illustrate the distribution 

of grades for NSG, SWK, and HS. Frequency of grades was displayed on the y-axis, and the 

range of letter grades was shown on the x-axis. Figure 4 shows that while less than 10% of the 

grades distributed in SWK were Cs, Ds, and Fs, more than half of grades distributed in SWK 

were As. there was a higher percent of As and Bs. Figure 5 shows that the HS program had a 

significantly higher distribution of As than expected, less Bs and Cs and less Fs and Ds. Overall, 

NSG grades under this course study were more symmetrically distributed, as expected, for grade 

A (27%), B (37%), and C (31%), with less Ds (4%) and Fs (<1%). These findings did not 

indicate a statistically significant higher mean in nursing grades or an increase in the percentage 

of grades awarded. The findings did not indicate grade inflation had occurred from 2019-2020 

academic year in nursing courses of high stakes testing. Figure 6 shows that the grades 

distributed in the NSG program demonstrate a standard normal model. 
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Figure 7 

Distribution of Grades High Stakes Testing on Social Work 
 

 

 

Figure 8 

Distribution of Grades High Stakes Testing on Human Services 
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Figure 9 

Distribution of Grades High Stakes Testing on Nursing  
 

 

 

Research Question 2  

The second research questions examined the difference in mean grades (A, B, C, D, & F) 

for each of six courses (HS 3310, SWK 2250, SWK 3303, SWK 3375, SWK 4471, SWK 4480) 

instructed online versus traditional. The analysis of grades distributed in SWK 3375 show 

statistically significant grade distribution, with the traditional classroom course sections 

experiencing a higher variation of grades than did distance education course sections. As 

evidenced in previous research (Driscoll et al., 2012), the differences in grades between learning 

environments statistically differ in student performance. The analyses of HS 3310, SWK 2250, 

SWK 3303, SWK 4471, and SWK 4480 reported no significant differences in the distribution of 

grades with regard to instructional delivery method. Overall, the HS 3310 and SWK 3303 

courses under the study for the 2019-2020 academic year were found to have higher mean grades 

for traditional classroom courses and less variation of grade distribution than did online course 
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sections. For SWK 2250, SWK 4471, and SWK 4480 courses, traditional classroom course 

sections had minimally lower mean grades than did distance education course sections.  

Research Question 3  

The third research question analyzed the grade distributions (A, B, C, D, & F) between 

Social Work (SWK 4471 and SWK 4472) and Nursing (NSG 2271 and NSG 2282) high stakes 

testing courses. The grades were analyzed using crosstabulation and the Chi-square test of 

independence to identify significant differences in the grade distribution. Based on the statistical 

analysis, the study determined significant differences between NSG 2282 and NSG 2271, NSG 

2282 and SWK 4471, NSG 2282 and SWK 4472, NSG 2271 and SWK 4471, and NSG 2271 and 

SWK 4472 and rejected null hypothesis.  

To summarize, it appears that students earned significantly less A’s, and more B’s and 

C’s in NSG 2282. Conversely, in SWK 4471, the students earned significantly more A’s and less 

B’s and D’s. The disciplines represented were Social Work and Nursing. Therefore, the grade 

analysis found significant difference in all five grade distributions. The chi-square analysis 

between SWK 4471 and SWK 4472 did not meet the assumption of at least 5 expected 

observations in each cell of the crosstabulation. Therefore, there was not enough data to compute 

this analysis. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Little research exists in the combined areas of grade distribution and varied 

instructional delivery methods in higher education and grade distribution and high stakes testing. 

As a result, there are numerous opportunities for future research. Although this study finds 

grades, independent of academic corollaries, to be practically similar regardless of instructional 

method, the sample used was from one institution and only included courses that could be 
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instructed in both formats. A future study should use a larger sample from more than one 

institution. This sample would be most impactful if  additional academic and demographic 

variables were included to expand the scope of the study. Further research would be important to 

understand the relationship of additional human and health services academic programs, 

including kinesiology and hospitality management and grade distributions. The research can 

focus on specific education teaching methods in traditional classroom settings and distance 

education instruction.  

Within the scope of methodology, a future study utilizing a mixed methods approach 

would provide another research dimension for greater interpretation for high stakes testing and 

grade distribution. The current study only considered a quantitative method to examine grade 

distribution in courses with high stakes testing. A mixed methods study as interviews to explore 

cause of grade inflation could provide additional insights on the instructional practice used in 

high stakes testing courses and a deeper understanding of the results. The quantitative approach 

in a mixed method study could include data grade point systems used in such courses.  In 

addition to methodological improvements, future quantitative studies could utilize longitudinal 

data to examine grade distribution change over time. A study should be conducted using a true 

experimental design that would allow the researcher to examine the problem of unequal mean 

grades for high stakes testing courses because equal numbers would be assigned to each group to 

help avoid the unequal sample size limitations found in the current study. Finally, at the 

university level, future studies should explore better quantification of course level grade 

variation to examine interactions between student mean grades. 

In conclusion the results of the current study indicate that instructional delivery methods 

of traditional face-to-face and distance education do not significantly influence the mean grades 
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in the academic disciplines of Social Work, Human Services, and Nursing at a college in 

Southern Alabama; however, the results indicated only a significant difference for SWK 3375 

with traditional classroom course sections experiencing a higher variation of grade distribution 

than did distance education course sections. The results of the current study indicate that there is 

a significant difference in high stakes testing course mean grades in Social Work and Nursing 

academic programs at a university in Southern Alabama.  
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