
Statement of Permission to Copy 

In presenting this professional paper in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for an advanced degree at Montana State University, I 

agree that the Library shall make it freely available for inspection. 

I further agree that permission for extensive copying of this profes¬ 

sional paper for scholarly purposes may be granted by my major profes¬ 

sor, or, in his absence, by the Director of Libraries. It is under¬ 

stood that any copying or publication of this professional paper for 

financial gain shall not be allowed without my written permission. 



AN ANALYSIS OF THE PASS/FAIL GRADING SYSTEM OF 
GREAT FALLS HIGH SCHOOL, GREAT FALLS, MONTANA 

by 

CLIFFORD WAYNE HYSELL 

A professional paper submitted to the Graduate Faculty in 
partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 

of 

MASTER OF EDUCATION 

with concentration in 

Education Administration 

Graduate 

MONTANA STATE UNIVERSITY 
Bozeman, Montana 

June, 1972 



iii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

The investigator wishes to express his appreciation to R. W. 

Swarthout, Principal of Great Falls High School, for allowing the 

opportunity to investigate its pass/fail grading system. Gratitude 

is also expressed to Dr. Eric Strohmeyer and Dr. Robert Thibeault, 

College of Education, Montana State University, for their technical 

advice and guidance. 



IV 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

LIST OF TABLES.       vi 

ABSTRACT.    . .     vii 

Chapter 

1. INTRODUCTION. .       1 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM. .............. 2 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY.    2 

GENERAL QUESTIONS TO BE ANSWERED. .....   2 

GENERAL PROCEDURES TO BE FOLLOWED   ... 3 

LIMITATIONS AND/OR DELIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY .... 3 

DEFINITIONS OF TERMS.       . 4 

SUMMARY       5 

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE   . .    6 

THE PASS/FAIL SYSTEM       7 

SUMMARY   .   .\.... 14 

3. PROCEDURES  16 

POPULATION'DESCRIPTION AND SAMPLING PROCEDURE  16 

METHOD OF COLLECTING DATA .............. 17 

METHOD OF ORGANIZING DATA . ... ....    18 

ANALYSIS OF DATA  19 

PRECAUTIONS TAKEN FOR ACCURACY  19 

SUMMARY 20 



V 

Chapter Page 

4. ANALYSIS OF THE DATA   21 

SUMMARY    . .    25 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS.   ..... 26 

CONCLUSIONS    26 

Cumulative Grade-Point Averages   26 

Semester Grade-Point Averages. ........... 27 

Semester Grade-Point Averages and the Average 

of Grades Received in Pass/Fail Courses  27 

Cumulative Grade-Point Average and 
Subject Chosen . . . .     . . . . . . . 28 

Semester Grade-Point Average and Grade 

Received Relationship  29 

RECOMMENDATIONS     29 

SUMMARY   30 

LITERATURE CITED. . . .     32 



vi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

1. The Relationship of Student Grade-Point Average to 

Student Choice of Pass/Fail Subject . . . . . . . . . . .23 

2. The Comparison of Grade-Point Average to Grade 

Received in Pass/Fail Course.    24 



vii 

ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to examine the pass/fail system of 
Great Falls High School, Great Falls, Montana. The first semester of 

the 1971-1972 school year was examined. 

Great Falls High School used the pass/fail concept with these 
guidelines: it was limited to juniors and seniors only (1,119 in num¬ 

ber); a student had to be carrying five or more subjects before he could 

elect to use the option; teachers did not know which students were tak¬ 

ing their class for pass/fail grades. The fact that a teacher did not 

know if a student was taking his class for a pass/fail grade was unique. 

As a result, teachers turned in traditional letter grades of A, B, C, D, 

or F, which were later converted to "pass" or "fail" by the computer. 

Since it was known what grades students received in pass/fail 
courses, it was possible to compare these grades with semester grade- 

point averages. In addition, the difference between the means of sem¬ 
ester grade-point averages, between pass/fail students, and those who 
did not use pass/fail was given. The difference of the means of cumu¬ 

lative grade-point averages between pass/fail students and those who did 

not use pass/fail was also given. Two tables were also presented. The 

first table showed the relationship between a student's cumulative grade- 

point average and the type of subject he chose on a pass/fail basis. 

The second table showed the relationship between the student's semester 

grade-point average and the grade he received in the pass/fail course. 

The population for this study was the entire junior and senior 

class of Great Falls High School during the first semester of the 1971- 

1972 school year. This population was broken into two groups: a group 

of 130 students who elected the pass/fail option, and a group of 989 

students who did not elect to use the pass/fail option. 

The data for this study was from the permanent records of Great 
Falls High School students. An IBM computer provided cumulative and 
semester grade-point averages for both the pass/fail students and those 

students who did not use the pass/fail option. In addition, this com¬ 

puter provided the grade in the pass/fail subject and the name of the 
subject for the 130 students who used the pass/fail option. 

These conclusions were drawn from this study: better students 
chose the pass/fail option; these students receive lower grades in the 

pass/fail courses than their semester grade-point averages would indi¬ 

cate; a wide variety of subjects were chosen for the pass/fail option, 
with advanced math and science courses being among the most frequently 

chosen. 



Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

At the beginning of the 1970-1971 school year, Great Falls High 

School, Great Falls, Montana, established a voluntary pass/fail system. 

Any junior or senior who carried five or more courses could take one 

of these courses on a pass/fail basis each semester. This grade would 

be entered on his transcript as a "pass" or a "fail" and would not 

influence his grade-point average. 

For several reasons the administration of Great Falls High felt 

it should experiment with a pass/fail system. One of these reasons was 

to allow a student to take a class he would normally not take; for 

example, many students would not take physics or typing for fear that 

a low grade would lower their cumulative grade-point averages. Another 

reason was that the students stated that they felt they would be able 

to do better and learn more in a class if they did not have to worry 

about grades. 

The teachers at Great Falls High did not know which students 

were taking their classes for a pass/fail grade. As a result, the 

teachers turned in the traditional letter grades of A, B, C, D, or F. 

The fact that a teacher turned in a letter grade, which was later 

converted to a "pass" or "fail1', was the basis of this study, in that it 

was possible to compare the student's achievement in the pass/fail sub- 

\ 

ject to other traditional measures of progress, the student's cumulative 
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and semester grade-point averages. 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

The problem of this study was to compare the pass/fail grade 

received with respect to grade-point average, traditional letter grade 

received, and subjects chosen. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

This study was important to the administrators of Great Falls 

High School. At that time, it was unknown if the pass/fail system was 

meeting the objectives that were hoped for. Therefore, it was the 

purpose of this study to make comparisons with pass/fail grades and 

grade-point averages, traditional letter grades, and subjects chosen. 

From these comparisons, statements were made about the success of the 

pass/fail system. 

GENERAL QUESTIONS TO BE ANSWERED 

1. What was the difference between average cumulative grade- 

point averages of those on pass/fail and those on traditional letter 

grades? 

2. What was the difference between average semester grade-point 

averages of those on pass/fail and those on traditional letter grades? 
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3. What was the difference between average semester grade- 

point averages of the pass/fail students and the average grade they 

received in the pass/fail course? 

4. With respect to cumulative grade-point average, what type of 

subject did the student choose on a pass/fail basis? 

5. With respect to semester grade-point average, what letter 

grade was received for the pass/fail course? 

GENERAL PROCEDURES TO BE FOLLOWED 

Data for this study was taken from students enrolled in a Montana 

high school. These students were broken up into a group of students 

who received pass/fail grades and a group who received traditional 

letter grades. This data was gathered and compiled through the use of 

an IBM computer and by hand calculations and groupings. 

LIMITATIONS AND/OR DELIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The review of literature for this study was restricted to that 

in the Library of Montana State University, Bozeman, Montana. 

Data was limited to 1,119 juniors and seniors enrolled in Great 

Falls High School, Great Falls, Montana, during the first semester of 

school year 1971-1972. 
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DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 

The following terms are defined as they are related to the study: 

Traditional letter grade or grading system. This was the grading 

system in which a student received a letter grade. These letters, 

which indicated a level of performance as evaluated by the teacher, 

were: A-excellent; B-good or above average; C-fair or average; D-poor 

or below average; F-failure. 

Pass/fail grade or grading system. In this grading system, a 

student received a word grade of "pass" or "fail". These words and 

their level of performance as evaluated by the teacher, were: ’'pass"- 

the traditional letter grades of A, B, C, or D; "fail"-the traditional 

letter grade of F. 

Cumulative grade-point average. In the cumulative grade-point 

average system, a student*s grades are accumulated over several semes¬ 

ters and then averaged out. For this averaging, the following values 

were used: A-4; B-3; C-2; D-l; F-0. 

Semester grade-point average. Under this system, the current 

semester grades are averaged. The same values as above were used. 
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SUMMARY 

During the 1970-1971 school year, Great Falls High School, Great 

Falls, Montana, started a voluntary pass/fail grading system. Any 

junior or senior who was taking five or more courses could elect to take 

one of these courses for a "pass" or "fail" grade. 

The two reasons given for starting a pass/fail system were: it 

allowed a student to take a course he would normally not take, and it 

reduced student anxiety about grades. 

The situation at Great Falls High was unique in that teachers 

did not know if a student was taking his course for a pass/fail grade. 

As a result, traditional letter grades of A, B, C, D, or F were turned 

in, and then grades of A, B, C, or D were converted to "pass", and the 

grade of F was converted to "fail". 

At that time, it was not known if the pass/fail system was 

working. Therefore, it was the objective of this paper to determine 

if there were any differences between pass/fail grades and grade-point 

averages, traditional letter grades, and subject chosen. From these 

findings, conclusions were drawn about the workability of this pass/ 

fail system. 



Chapter 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Charles Quann (1970), Associate Registrar at Washington State 

University, said: 

The importance of grades can be determined by reviewing typical 

college and university policies on such matters as academic probation 

entrance requirements, eligibility for financial aid, honor societies 
graduate and professional schools, and employment recommendations. 

There are almost as many grading systems as one can count. Some 

of the more common ones throughout the United States are: the tradi¬ 

tional letter grades of A, B, C, D, and F; traditional letter grades 

with pluses and minuses added; numerical grades on a scale of 100; 

satisfactory/unsatisfactory grades; credit/no credit grades; pass/fail 

grades; pass/fail grades with written evaluations by the instructors; 

honors, high pass, pass, and fail grades. If one were to conduct a 

survey, it is probable that more variations would be found. Which one 

of these systems is "best"? Every educator in the United States has 

his own personal bias. 

look at the pass/fail system and to present some of the findings of 

colleges and universities that are using the pass/fail system. 

It was not the purpose of this review to decide which is "best" 

or which is the most common. It was the purpose of this review to 
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THE PASS/FAIL SYSTEM 

Although the pass/fail concept is nearly 120 years old, its 

widespread acceptance is relatively recent. This concept was primarily 

designed to reduce academic pressures and competition, and by doing so 

encourage students to explore areas and take classes outside of their 

major field of study without fear of lowering their grade-point average 

(Quann, 1970). 

Quann (1970) conducted a survey of four-year colleges and univer¬ 

sities. The survey was sent to major universities in each state and 

other institutions that were rumored to be using a pass/fail system or 

other grading innovations. Of the 150 that replied, 102 (or 62 per 

cent) offered a pass/fail or similar grading option. The five major 

reasons given by these 102 colleges and universities for having this 

grading option were: 

1. Thirty-four per cent did so to allow students to explore 

areas outside their major field of study without fear of 

lowering their grade-point average. 

(2. Thirteen per cent did so to reduce student anxiety result- 

ing from grading competition. 

Seven per cent did so to minimize student fear of failing. 

4. Seven per cent did so to broaden and facilitate intellectual 

exploration of the student. 

5. Five per cent did so to reduce the effect of undesirable 

grading. 

o 
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From the results of this survey, it seems that colleges and 

universities are using the pass/fail system for what it is intended-- 

allowing students to work outside their major and to reduce grading 

pressures. 

In surveys conducted by Stallings, Maehr, and Wolff , (1969), which 

researched 159 education majors at the University of Illinois, and the 

University of Washington (1970), which researched 3,400 students, it 

was found that students do not stray far from their major or minor 

fields. However, the University of Washington survey did confirm that 

pass/fail courses were taken because of reduced grading pressures. 

This research shows that students are not taking advantage of the pri¬ 

mary reason of the pass/fail system, in that they are not exploring 

areas outside of their major or minor field of study; while the second 

most frequent response, reduced grading pressures, is being used to 

advantage. 

The major purpose of any grading system is communication (Yelon, 

1970). This communication process has five essential functions: for 

informing parents on student progress, for promotional and grading pur¬ 

poses, for recommendations to future employers, for reports to schools 

which the student may later attend, and for motivation of school work 

(Remmers and Gage, 1955). 

What would make a school change its grading system or add a pass/ 

fail to its present system? It would seem to indicate, from the 

y 
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research by Quann and the reasons given by Remmers and Gage, that a 

school would initiate a pass/fail system to motivate student learning. 

Once a school decides to add a pass/fail system or option, what¬ 

ever the reason may be, it has merely: made a start. This decision 

raises the following questions which must be answered, as to the next 

step: 

1. Should the option be restricted to certain classes, grades, 
or groups? That is, should we limit the option only to 

juniors and seniors or should freshmen and sophomores be 

allowed the option? 

2. Should the option be restricted to a certain grade-point 

average, or should all students regardless of grade-point 
be allowed the option? 

3. How many credits per quarter or semester should be allowed, 

or should this be restricted to a total number of credits 

allowed on a pass/fail basis? 

4. Should the pass/fail option apply to required courses, or 

only to electives? 

5. Should the student be allowed to change to a regular grade, 

and if so, how much time should be allowed for this change? 

6. How is this new system to be used with our regular grade- 

point average? Will "fails" be counted as Ffs and computed 

in the grade-point average? 

7. Should the instructors be notified of those students on the 

pass/fail option? 

8. What effect does this system have on our scholarship selec¬ 

tion and athletic eligibility? 

These questions are basic and each institution may need to ask 

more to cover its own specific situation (Stallings, Leslie, and Smock, 

1968). 
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Again, citing the survey of Quann (1970), the answers to the 

above questions can be found. Most colleges and universities use their 

pass/fail system with the following generalizations: 

1. The option is offered to all undergraduates. 

2. The student must be in good academic standing before he may 

elect the option. 

3. The student is allowed to take one course each semester or 

quarter. 

4. The option may only be applied to courses outside the major 

field of study. 

5. Approval to use the option must be granted prior to regis¬ 

tration, and then a limited period is allowed to add, change, 
or drop the option. (No qualification of this "limited time" 

was given.) 

6. A fail will not be counted in over half (55 per cent) while 

less than half (45 per cent) do count fails in computation 

of grade-point averages. 

7. About 80 per cent of the institutions notify their instruc¬ 

tors of those electing the option, while 20 per cent of the 

institutions chose not to notify their instructors until 

after grades have been turned in. 

Question eight, which deals with scholarship selection and ath¬ 

letic eligibility, was the hardest to answer. Nowhere in the research 

are these two areas specifically covered. 

In the case of athletic eligibility, the institution usually 

requires a certain grade-point and a total number of credits passed. 

Since all of these schools are operating with two grades, it was 

assumed that the grade-point would satisfy its requirement and a pass 
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would count towards the number of credits passed. It was assumed that 

scholarship selection requires the same dual evaluation. 

Now let us suppose a school has put in a pass/fail system and 

imposed its own particular set of limitations on that system. Is the 

system working? 

These questions offered by Stallings, Leslie, and Smock (1968) 

may provide an answer: 

1. Do students who elect pass/fail achieve on the same level? 

2. Do pass/fail students show a more favorable attitude toward 

this optional course? 

3. What courses are most commonly taken on the pass/fail option? 

4. Do students who elect pass/fail spend as much time on pass/ 

fail courses as on regular graded courses? 

5. Do students who elect pass/fail differ from other students 
in grade-point averages? 

From a questionnaire returned by 3,400 University of Washington 

students, it was found that those who had taken pass/fail courses did 

not work as hard (achieved less), their attitude toward the option was 

good in that they would have taken another course for a pass/fail grade, 

and students felt that they would have taken the pass/fail course even 

had it been offered on a regular basis (this indicates the option does 

not induce them to wander very far from their major) (University of 

Washington, 1970). Johnson (1970) and Massey and others (1969) both 

stated that students spend less time on non-graded courses and more on 

graded courses; the conclusion of Schontz (1970) is that where both 
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grading systems exist, the traditional letter grades produce the more 

desired result. It is obvious that there will be a difference in grade- 

point averages, as the system was set up to include only those in good 

academic standing. 

The above questions and answers have provided the advantages and 

the disadvantages of the system. The only question left is, what effect 

will this pass/fail system have upon a student who has graduated from 

this system? Recall that one of the five reasons given by Remmers and 

Gage (1955) was that grades serve as reports to schools which the stu¬ 

dent will later attend. 

In a survey done by Hassler (1969), which was sent to 276 deans 

whose institutions belonged to the Council of Graduate Schools in the 

United States, it was found that out of the 230 responding institutions 

214 (or 93 per cent) preferred to evaluate a student with a letter 

grade transcript. The only reason given for this preference was that 

it allowed greater ease and accuracy of evaluation. 

In answer to the question, "Will you accept a student with good 

recommendations and a pass for every course taken," 121 answered "Yes", 

while 69 (or 36 per cent) answered "No". In addition, 95 per cent 

answered they would require additional information of this applicant. 

That graduate schools preferred letter grades because they 

allowed greater ease and accuracy of reporting (Hassler, 1969) causes 

this writer some concern. What absolute judgment makes a 3.31 better 
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than a 2.94? The vice-president of the Educational Testing Service once 

stated: 

The practice of measuring students intellectually by the grade 
that they have reached is not even remotely reliable. He asserted 
that the grade average is only an event at best and no measure of 
achievement at all. (Brown, 1963) 

Therefore, evidence indicates that colleges and universities 

place a good deal of weight upon grade-point averages. The only way to 

get away from this practice would be to drop grade-point averages 

entirely. If this were to be done, all schools would have to go to a 

new program; and this would take a great deal of time and money. 

Since all of the colleges and universities mentioned here use 

the pass/fail system as an optional grading system, it may be worthwhile 

to look at a university that uses only the pass/fail system. The Uni¬ 

versity of California, Santa Cruz, uses a pass/fail system and requires 

a written evaluation by each course instructor. As a result of these 

written evaluations, the typical transcript runs from one to ten pages. 

There is thought to be a less formal atmosphere on this campus. Stu¬ 

dents are viewed as human beings instead of as "A" students or "C" 

students. The instructors appear to be more on the students1 side and 

often give homework assignments they normally would not give if they / 

had to grade the assignments. The university has not had any undue 

concern about getting their students into graduate and professional 

schools, although, as mentioned by Hassler, they have had to supply 

additional information to some schools (Schontz, 1970). 
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SUMMARY 

Recent studies have shown that the pass/fail concept is growing 

in popularity throughout colleges and universities in the United States. 

The primary reasons given for introducing this concept were to allow 

students to explore areas outside of their field and to reduce anxieties 

from grading competition. However, studies have shown that students do 

not stray far from their field of interest and would have taken the 

course on a regular basis had it not have been on the pass/fail option. 

It is felt that the system is working because students pursue the 

pass/fail course with less apprehension over grades. 

When students decide to use the pass/fail option, it is usually 

found that the option is open to all undergraduates, restricted to good 

academic standing, only open to one course per semester or quarter, 

restricted to courses outside the major field of study, necessary to 

have approval to take a course, graded in some cases with fails count¬ 

ing as F's but mostly fails are not counted, and made known to some 

instructors while other institutions do not notify their instructors of 

those on the option. 

Student surveys show that students spend less time on pass/fail 

courses, more favorable attitudes are shown towards the course, and have 

higher grade-points in comparison to regularly graded students. 

The only problem encountered with the pass/fail system is that 

it may cause a student extra effort in obtaining admittance to graduate 
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or professional schools. 

\ 



Chapter 3 

PROCEDURES 

The problem under investigation was the pass/fail grading option 

at Great Falls High School, Great Falls, Montana, at the end of the 

first semester during the 1971-1972 school year. The purpose of this 

study was threefold: to provide a comparison between students not on 

the option and students who elected the option with respect to their 

cumulative and semester grade-point averages; to provide a comparison 

between semester grade-point averages of those on the option and their 

average letter grade received in the pass/fail course; and to provide a 

table which shows a student’s cumulative grade-point average and choice 

of subject on the pass/fail elective and a table which shows a student’s 

semester grade-point average and the letter grade received in the pass/ 

fail course. 

This chapter dealt with procedures used in carrying out the 

study. The discussion includes information about the selection of popu¬ 

lation, the sampling procedure, and the method of organizing and inter¬ 

preting the data. 

POPULATION DESCRIPTION AND SAMPLING PROCEDURE 

The population was composed of the entire junior and senior 

classes at Great Falls High School, during the first semester of the 

1971-1972 school year. In terms of numbers, this was 1,119 students. 
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This was limited only to juniors and seniors, since sophomores could 

not elect the option. This population was broken up into two groups: 

a group of 130 students who elected the pass/fail option and a group of 

989 students who did not elect to use the pass/fail option. 

METHOD OF COLLECTING DATA 

For the purposes of this study, data was gathered from permanent 

records of Great Falls High School students. This data was gathered 

after the end of the first semester of the 1971-1972 school year, which 

was near the end of January, 1972. 

The data gathered from the permanent records was in a printout 

from an‘IBM 360 computer. This machine provided the cumulative grade- 

point averages (accurate to four decimal places) of the 130 students 

who used the pass/fail option; in addition this machine provided a 

printout with this information: student identification number, cumula¬ 

tive and semester grade-point averages (accurate to four decimal places), 

name of pass/fail course, and letter grade received in this course. 

The computer also provided cumulative and semester grade-point averages 

(accurate to four decimal places) of the 989 students who did not use 

the pass/fail option. 
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METHOD OF ORGANIZING DATA 

The data for this study was presented in numerical form and 

through the use of tables. It required questions to be answered in 

five areas. Question one, which dealt with cumulative grade-point 

averages, was: 

What was the difference between average cumulative grade- 
point averages of those on pass/fail and those on traditional 
letter grades? 

Question two, which dealt with semester grade-point averages, 

was: 

What was the difference between average semester grade-point 
averages of those on pass/fail and those on traditional letter 
grades? 

Question three, which dealt with semester averages and grades 

of only pass/fail students, was: 

What was the difference between average semester grade-point 
averages of the pass/fail students and the average grade they 
received in the pass/fail course. 

Averages were computed to the nearest ten thousandth and then 

rounded to the nearest hundredth. This rounding rule was used: if 

the thousands place is five or more, the hundreds place was increased 

one, and if the thousands place is four or less, the hundreds place 

stayed the same. 

In the fourth area. Question four dealt with cumulative grade- 

point and subject chosen on a pass/fail basis. The question was: 
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With respect to cumulative grade-point average, what type of 
subject did the student choose on a pass/fail basis? 

In the last area, Question five dealt with semester grade-point 

average and grade received for the pass/fail course. This question was: 

With respect to semester grade-point average, what letter 
grade was received for the pass/fail course? 

To answer these last two questions, results were categorized 

and then presented in tabular form. The results from Question four were 

shown in Table 1, page 23, and the results from Question five were 

shown in Table 2, page 24. 

ANALYSIS OF DATA 

Questions one, two, and three, which required a comparison 

between grade-points, were presented as raw scores and then a differ¬ 

ence was stated. 

Table 1, page 23, showed the number of pass/fail students 

enrolled in a general subject area as related to their cumulative grade- 

point averages. 

Table 2, page 24, showed the number of students that received 

grades of A, B, C, D, and F in their pass/fail courses as compared to 

their semester grade-point averages. 

PRECAUTIONS TAKEN FOR ACCURACY 

To answer Questions one, two, and three, which required grade- 
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point averages of some form, the IBM 360 computer presented averages 

accurate to the nearest ten-thousandth. Table 1 and Table 2 were done 

by hand, and totals were checked against the computer totals. 

SUMMARY 

This study investigated the pass/fail system at Great Falls 

High School, Great Falls, Montana, at the end of the first semester 

during the 1971-1972 school year. The purpose of this study was two¬ 

fold: to provide comparisons between cumulative grade-points, semes¬ 

ter grade-points, and grades received in pass/fail courses; and to 

provide tables which showed subject chosen and letter grade received 

of pass/fail courses with respect to grade-points. 

The total population of the junior and senior classes was 

sampled. This population was broken into two groups: those who 

elected to use the pass/fail option and those who did not elect to use 

the pass/fail option. 

Results of the study were presented in numerical form, tabular 

form, and as percentages. From these three forms of results, recommen¬ 

dations for improvement of the pass/fail system at Great Falls High 

School were made. 



Chapter 4 

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

In this chapter, the results of the pass/fail and traditional 

letter grading systems of Great Falls High School, Great Falls, Montana, 

during the 1971-1972 school year are reported. These results are then 

used to answer the five questions posed on pages two and three. 

Question one, which dealt with average cumulative grade-point 

averages, was: 

What was the difference between average cumulative grade- 
point averages of those on pass/fail and those on traditional 
letter grades? 

The average of the cumulative grade-point averages for pass/fail stu¬ 

dents was 2.80, while the same average for those on traditional letter 

grades was 2.23. 'This was a difference of .57. 

Question two, which dealt with average semester grade-point 

averages, was: 

What was the difference between average semester grade-point 
averages of those on pass/fail and those on traditional letter 
grades? 

The average of the semester grade-point average for pass/fail students 

was 2.96, while the same average for those on traditional letter grades 

was 2.32. This was a difference of .64. 

Question three, which dealt with only pass/fail students, was: 

What was the difference between average semester grade-point 
averages of the pass/fail students and the average grade they 
received in the pass/fail course? 
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The average of the semester grade-point averages for pass/fail students 

was 2.96, while the average of the grades received in the pass/fail 

course was 2.06. This was a difference of .90. 

Question four, which dealt with cumulative grade-point averages 

and type ofrsubject chosen, was: 

With respect to grade-point average, what type of subject did 

the student choose on a pass/fail basis? 

The data in Table 1, page 23, shows the distribution of these subjects. 

It should be noted that advanced math and science (which are not required 

subjects) were among the most frequently chosen. English, although the 

second most frequent, was not considered as it is a required subject 

and covered a broad variety of subjects. 

Question five, which dealt with only pass/fail students, was: 

With respect to semester grade-point average, what letter 

grade was received in the pass/fail course? 

Table 2, page 24, shows the distribution of these grades. It should be 

noted that percentages for each entry were given. Examination of the 

table shows that 44 (33.85 per cent) of the 130 are considered "A" 

students; however, these students only received 10 (7.69 per cent)A's. 

Further examination shows that 55 (42.31 per cent) "B" students only 

received three (2.31 per cent) A’s and 12 (9.23 per cent) B's, or a 

total of 15 (11.54 per cent) A's and B's. Additional comparisons are 

possible, but are not stated. 
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Table 1 

THE RELATIONSHIP OF STUDENT GRADE-POINT AVERAGE 
TO STUDENT CHOICE OF PASS/FAIL SUBJECT 

Cumulative 
grade-point 
average 
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3.50 - 4.00 1 1 8 5 2 6 

2.50 - 3.49 12 9 1 13 14 9 1 8 

1.50 - 2.49 10 5 1 8 4 2 3 3 

.50 - 1.49 1 1 1 1 

ON • 

1 O
 

TOTAL 23 16 4 29 4 22 12 3 17 

Entries in the table indicate the number of students that 

chose a particular subject area in relation to their cumulative grade- 

point average. 
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Table 2 

THE COMPARISON OF GRADE-POINT AVERAGE TO 
GRADE RECEIVED IN PASS/FAIL COURSE 

Semester 
grade-point 
average 

Grade received in pass/fail course Total 

A ' B C D F 

3.50 - 4.00 
10 
7.69% 

15 
11.54%' 

12 
9.23% 

7 
5.38% 

4 
33.85% 

2.50 - 3.49 
3 

2.31% 
12 

9.23% 
23 

17.69% 
13 

10.00% 
4 

3.08% 
55 

42.31% 

1.50 - 2.49 
4 

3.08% 
12 

9.23% 
7 

5.38% 
3 

2.31% 
26 

20.00% 

.50 - 1.49 2 
1.54% 

3 
2.31% 

5 
3.84% 

.00 - .49 

TOTAL 
13 

10.00% 
31 

23.85% 
47 

36.15% 
29 

22.31% 
10 
7.69% 130 

Entries in the table indicate the number of students that received 

a particular grade in comparison to their semester grade-point average. 

The percentages are per cents of 130 (the total number of pass/ 

fail students) 
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SUMMARY 

In this chapter, the results of the analysis of pass/fail 

grading and traditional letter grades were reported. 

The average of cumulative and semester grade-point averages 

were presented for pass/fail students and traditional letter graded 

students. In addition, the difference between these two averages were 

also reported. 

Also presented was the average of the letter grades students 

received in their pass/fail courses. This average was stated along 

with the average of the semester grade-point averages, for pass/fail 

students, and the difference between these two was stated. 

Table 1, page 23, shows the relationship between the cumulative 

grade-point average and the general type of subject the student chose 

on a pass/fail basis. It was pointed out that advanced math and 

science were among the most frequent choices. 

Table 2, page 24, shows the relationship between semester 

grade-point average and the grade received in the pass/fail course. 



Chapter 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this chapter, the results of the study are interpreted with 

respect to any difference between pass/fail grades, grade-point aver¬ 

ages, traditional letter grades, and subjects chosen on a pass/fail 

basis. Suggestions for the use of the results and possibilities for 

further research are also given. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Previous studies of the pass/fail concept have been limited to 

colleges and universities. The researcher makes no attempt to compare 

these studies with those of Great Falls High School, Great Falls, 

Montana. 

Anyone choosing to use these findings should recall that this 

study dealt with a high school that used the pass/fail concept with 

these guidelines: it was limited to juniors and seniors only (1,119 in 

number) during the first semester of the 1971-1972 school year; a stu¬ 

dent must have been taking five or more subjects before he could use 

the option; and teachers did not know if a student was taking his class 

for a pass/fail grade. 

Cumulative Grade-Point Averages 

The average of the cumulative grade-point averages of students 
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who chose a pass/fail subject was .57 higher than the average of stu¬ 

dents who did not choose a pass/fail subject and were on a complete 

traditional letter graded system. This would indicate that students 

who chose a pass/fail subject were better students. However, one must 

remember that the five or more subject requirement would tend to elimi¬ 

nate poorer students as they do not usually carry this many classes. 

Semester Grade-Point Averages 

The average of the semester grade-point averages of students who 

chose a pass/fail subject was .64 higher than the average of students 

who did not choose a pass/fail subject. Since the cumulative grade- 

point indicated that better students chose the pass/fail option, it was 

expected that pass/fail students should have higher semester grade- 

point averages. 

Semester Grade-Point Averages 

and the Average of Grades 

Received in Pass/Fail Courses 

The average of the semester grade-point averages for pass/fail 

students was .90 higher than the average of the grades received in the 

pass/fail courses. In other words, students received a grade in the 

pass/fail course, which was roughly one whole grade lower than their 

semester grade-point average. This could be interpreted in two possible 

ways: the students were not learning as much in their pass/fail sub¬ 

ject, or they were taking subjects they normally would not take. 
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The reader will recall from page one that the administration 

of Great Falls High School gave two reasons for starting a pass/fail 

system. One of these reasons was that a student would learn more if he 

did not have to worry about a grade; this lower grade indicates that 

students were not learning more, as more learning would indicate higher 

grades. The second reason was a student might take a class he normally 

would not take without fear of lowering his cumulative grade-point 

/ 

average; this lower grade, coupled with the frequency of advanced math 

and science choices, would indicate that students were taking classes 

they normally would not take. 

The researcher feels that this lower grade contradicts the 

administration's reason and that, in reality, students are learning 

less in their pass/fail subjects. However, while the lower grade indi¬ 

cates that students might be taking subjects they normally would not 

take, the researcher feels that there is not enough data to support or 

dispute this reason. 

Cumulative Grade-Point Average 

and Subject Chosen 

Table 1, page 23, shows that students choose their courses from 

a variety of areas. The two columns "Advanced Math" and "Advanced Sci¬ 

ence" give some support to the administration's reason that the pass/ 

fail choice allows students to take classes they normally would not 

take, without fear of lowering their grades. Because the table is so 



29 

widely distributed and other areas do not have a large number of fre¬ 

quencies, other inferences about the table cannot be made. 

Semester Grade-Point Average and 

Grade Received Relationship 

Table 2, page 24, shows that students received lower grades in 

the pass/fail course than their grade-point would indicate. Since 44 

students were classified as "A" students, it was expected that they 

would get more than ten A’s. This has already been discussed under 

semester grade-point averages and the average of grades received in 

pass/fail courses. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

There were several possibilities explored in this area: con¬ 

tinue with the pass/fail system as is; expand it so that a student may 

take more than one subject for a pass/fail grade; lower the course re¬ 

quirements to three or four classes so that more students may elect the 

option; and eliminate the option and go back to traditional letter 

grades. 

The researcher recommends that Great Falls High School continue 

with the program as is before they expand or eliminate it. 

The question, why are students getting lower grades in their 

pass/fail courses, must be examined in more detail before the researcher 

can recommend any elimination or expansion of the pass/fail system. 
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As a possible project for future investigation, the researcher 

feels that it should be determined why tfie students are getting lower 

grades in their pass/fail courses. Are students working as hard as they 

normally would in a traditional letter graded class? Are students 

taking classes they normally would not take? Are students using the 

option to avoid doing all the required work? What is student attitude 

toward their pass/fail course? These questions could be used as future 

guidelines for additional research. 

SUMMARY 

In this chapter, the researcher analyzed the differences between 

cumulative grade-point averages, semester grade-point averages, tradi¬ 

tional letter grades in pass/fail courses, and subject chosen on a pass/ 

fail basis. In addition, recommendations for the use of these results 

were made. 

The results indicated: better than average students elect to 

use the pass/fail option; a wide variety of subjects were chosen on the 

option with advanced math and science classes among the most frequent 

responses; and the grade received in the pass/fail subject was generally 

lower than the student's semester grade-point average. 

The researcher recommended that Great Falls High School continue 

to use its pass/fail option as is. If any expansion or elimination was 
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being considered the question of why students are getting lower grades 

in their pass/fail courses should be answered. 
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