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Abstract:  This study examined grade differences between online and traditional courses. This study was done in a community college in New York. We selected 196 students who took both online and traditional course and compared the grades of the students. Students enrolled in traditional courses received significantly higher grades than those enrolled in online courses. In addition, we analyzed approximately 360 courses in both formats from 2001-2006. We found that traditional course grades have increased through the years, while online courses have maintained a constant level. This shows that the grade inflation phenomenon affects traditional courses while online courses seem unaffected.
Purpose

The purpose of this study was to learn if there is a difference between the GPA scores based on course delivery format, specifically online courses and traditional on-site courses. In addition, changes in grades throughout the years 2001 to 2006 are also discussed. 

In 2001, Washington Post, "Where All Grades Are Above Average” presented data on trends in grading from about 30 colleges and universities. The author found that grade inflation, while warning beginning in the mid-1970s, resurfaced in the mid-1980s. The rise has continued unabated at virtually every school for which data are available (http://www.gradeinflation.com/). The article is focused on traditional courses showing grade inflation on GPA of 0.15 per year.

Many researchers note that the nature of online courses requires dispositions both of the instructor and of the student that are different than those of the customary traditional college course. This may account for the range of success students may have in online courses and that further research is needed in this area. This was particularly true insofar as the needs of students for consistent face to face feedback and may have a relationship with course grades.

However for the most part, research did not turn up significant differences between the grades of students in online versus traditional college courses. Jennings (2003) found no significant differences between students who took online courses versus traditional courses in business. They performed nearly at the identical level. Jennings also cites Kekkonen – Moneta (2002) who had similar findings in a Hong Kong study.

Connolly’s, (2007) study of three online courses in introductory computing found that the online students consistently performed better than the face to face students in his study. Mentzer’s (2007) comparison of face to face to web-based classrooms revealed that student performance on tests was equivalent although web based students’ final grades were lower than those of face to face students because the former had more incomplete assignments. 

Kearns’ (2004) study of nursing students’ achievement in web-based courses found no difference than that of traditional counterparts. Similarly, Buckley’s (2003) examination of nursing students’ participation in web based courses had no significant differences in student based outcomes.

The Setting

The Community College is located approximately two hours from New York City and approximately one hour from Albany, New York.  The College offers Associate’s degrees and Certificates in over 60 areas of study.  One-third of all County public high school graduates attend this Community College.  The College enrolls over 8,000 students.  The College is an open admissions college, and as such accepts every applicant with a high school diploma or General Education Diploma.  

The College student database (BANNER) was used to generate the data for this study.  Each course used in this study was offered through distance learning and in a traditional format during that semester.  Fall and spring semester courses only were investigated since winter and summer courses often enroll visiting students who are significantly different than the general community college student body and would therefore skew results.  

Since significantly fewer courses are offered online as compared to in person, all humanities, social science, business, math, and science courses offered online were studied, and compared with the same course taught by the same person in the same semester.  Data for approximately 180 online courses and 180 traditional courses were studied. Approximately 2,700 students per delivery mode for a total of 5,400 students and 360 courses were included in the study.  The College does not hire adjunct professors to teach distance learning courses, therefore courses are taught by the same instructors in both online and in person format though instructors may vary by semester.  

Data were extracted from BANNER, the College’s main reporting system, and downloaded into an Excel spreadsheet.  The Excel spreadsheet was then downloaded into SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) for data analysis. Data were collected from 2001-2006.

Results 

a. Difference of  GPA Grades Between Online versus Traditional Courses

Grade point scores for students who took courses both online and traditional methods were contrasted.  An Access database was used to create a pivot table to identify these students.  There was a population of 196 students who took courses both in online and traditional formats in the total population of this study during the period study 2001-2006. We contrasted scores of each student of their online course versus their traditional course

The courses taken online by this group of students had a lower mean grade point average (M = 2.73, SD = 1.21).   The traditional courses had a significantly higher mean grade point average for this group (M = 3.00, SD = .99) (see Table 1).  

Table 1

Paired Sample t Test for students who took both online and traditional courses (N = 196)

Paired Sample t Test for students who took both online and traditional courses (N = 196)

	MON
	MT
	SDON
	SDT
	t
	df
	p

	2.72
	3.00
	1.21
	.99
	-2.90
	195
	.004 *


*p<0.05

Mon = Average online, Mt = Average traditional, SDon= Standard Deviation online, SDt = Standard Deviation Traditional. 

b. Change of GPA Grade 2001-2006, Online versus Traditional Formats

We performed a linear regression analysis. Our response variable (y) was the grade point average and our predictor variable (x) was the time in semesters from 2001 to 2006. We first did linear regression separately then we compared slopes (Figure 1). We concluded that students enrolled in traditional courses had significantly higher grades than online courses. Traditional courses linear regression (Tables 1 and 2) showed that the mean of the GPA increased across the semesters, and showed an  R2 of 47.3%, with an ANOVA of significant at p<0.05. This shows a strong association between semesters and grade. On the other hand, online courses, showed no indication of change of grade during the semesters 2001-2006,  R2 of 7.5%, p>0.05 (Tables 3 and 4).
Table 1
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Table 2
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Figure 1. Linear Regression Online Courses versus Traditional Courses
Table 3. Linear Regression – Online Courses


Model Summary

	Model
	R
	R Square
	Adjusted R Square
	Std. Error of the Estimate

	1
	.274(a)
	.075
	-.017
	.11397


a  Predictors: (Constant), semester

Table 4. ANOVA online courses
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Conclusion and Discussion

Contrary to some of the researchers such as Jennings (2003) we found that there is a significant difference of GPA grade point average between online courses and traditional courses. When students enrolled in both online and traditional courses were contrasted, the students received a significantly higher grade in the traditional courses. In addition, when we contrasted grade point average between them from 2001-2006, we found that traditional courses have significantly increased their scores across the semesters studied, however, online courses have remained constant.

In view of the fact that the same instructor taught both the same online and traditional course, it is possible that the instructional strengths and dispositions of the instructor are variables in their ability to effectively teach these courses. Taken together with the dispositions and needs of students who take either online or traditional courses it appears that more study related to the proper combination of teacher instructional strengths and students’ learning dispositions might yield an appropriate formula for success.
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