
Measurement Issues with Plus/Minus Grading: A Critical Concern 
 
Most of the discussion regarding plus/minus grading has focused on the impact on GPAs and 
distributions of assigned grades. While these are important considerations, plus/minus grading 
really is a measurement issue. The real question is whether or not the methods used by faculty to 
measure student performance and assign grades are precise enough to make the finer distinctions 
made with plus/minus grading.  
 
Grades reflect what my discipline refers to as “banding,” that is, creating clusters of scores that 
are in essence considered to be equivalent. So, for grades, we have 5 bands: A, B, C, D, and F. 
Within a band we say performance is essentially equivalent so we assign the same score/grade. 
Banding is used because it is well recognized that measurement is not exact; there is error in 
measurement. 
 
Thus, the question of plus/minus grading is asking if we can accurately make more precise 
distinctions in the measurement of student performance. This is dependent on the psychometric 
characteristics (i.e., the reliability and validity) of the tests and other graded performance 
indicators faculty use. 
 

For example: take a class where the grade is determined primarily by a mid-term exam 
and a final exam. These exams are used to measure the student’s performance in learning 
the required course material. The quality of each exam is dependent on: 
1. the representativeness of the items selected to be on the exam (i.e., do they accurately 
and proportionately reflect the content of the course?) 
2. the ability of the items chosen to differentiate between levels of performance (i.e., 
difficulty level of the exam items -  do they represent a range of difficulty level such that 
only the top performers can answer the most difficult items?) 
3. the amount of error in the exam itself (i.e., are there “bad” items where the item is 
ambiguous, the correct answer is a matter of opinion, there are poor response options on 
multiple choice items, etc.) 

 
Shortcomings in any of these three areas detract from the accuracy with which the exam 
measures performance. 

 
Additional error in exam performance stems from the student, including factors such as 
marking the wrong answer choice; being stressed, fatigued, or distracted; allocating 
proportionately inappropriate study time to some topics rather than others. 

 
Further additional error in grading can come from the grading mechanism. For example, 
grading keys that are in error or are incomplete, subjectivity in grading open-ended test 
items or writing assignments, error in calculating or recording grades, etc. 

 
All of these factors combine to render our measures of student performance less than perfect. 
Depending on the effort taken by faculty (e.g., revising item pools to fix or eliminate problem 
items, continually refining scoring keys/protocols for open-ended items, writing assignments, or 
other assignments that are more susceptible to subjectivity in grading, etc.), our measures of 



student performance range from some that are actually quite good to some that are very 
imprecise and subjective.  
 
Again, the question before us is: across the board, are faculty measuring student performance 
with sufficient precision to make the finer distinctions required for plus/minus grading? That is, 
when I assign a student a “B-“ versus “B” can I be confident that the different grades reflect true 
differences in student performance versus error in measurement. Did the “B-“ student miss 10 
more test items (out of, say, 400 items across the semester) than the student at the “B” cutoff 
because he failed to master 2.5% less of the material or could it be that some of the items on the 
test contained error or some of the other factors that introduced error were operating so that my 
measurement of this performance is off by a percentage point or two?   
 
To the extent that we have precise, accurate measures of student performance it is reasonable to 
reflect this in more precise bands (i.e., A+, A, A-, B+, B, B-, C+, C, C-, D+, D, D-, F+, F, F-) 
rather than the broader bands we now use (i.e., A, B, C, D, F).  To the extent that the precision 
with which we measure student performance does not support the more precise plus/minus 
grading, we actually are introducing more error into the grading system. 
 
I am not advocating one way or the other on this issue. I am advocating that we do not move to a 
system with the appearance of great precision in assigning grades if it is not supported by 
underlying measurement processes and practices that truly provide us with accurate, equally 
precise indicators of student performance. 
 
Good luck with your decision. 
Betsy Shoenfelt 
April 5, 2007 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
  


