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Is there a difference in undergraduate grades before and after the implementation of the
common core curriculum?

In fall 2018, NU introduced a major change to its undergraduate programs by implementing the common core
curriculum (CCC). This study analyzes first-year academic records for undergraduate students enrolled from
Fall 2011 to Spring 2019, to examine whether first-year grades have changed since the introduction of the
CCC. The analysis includes 5,000 first-year GPAs and over 50,000 course grades.

Figure 1 shows that the average GPA for first-year undergraduate students who started under the CCC
program (Fall 2018) was lower, in each term and also cumulatively, compared to the average GPA for the
cohorts that preceded them (Fall 2011-2017). Overall, first-year GPA decreased by 40% of a standard
deviation, or from B to B-.

Figure 1. Average first-year GPA before and after the core curriculum

First-year GPA was lower for common core curriculum students compared to the
cohorts that preceded them.

Regular Curriculum Cohorts (Fall 2011-2017) B Core Curriculum Cohort (Fall 2018)
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As Figure 2 suggests, this decrease occurred in all fields and was largest in Physical Sciences, Life Sciences,
and Computer Science (over half a standard deviation).
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Figure 2. First-year cumulative GPA before and after the core curriculum, by field

First-year cumulative GPA was lower for common core curriculum students compared to the
cohorts that preceded them, irrespective of study fields.
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Analyses of 50,000 first-year course grades revealed that the probability of earning B+ or a higher grade was
lower for CCC (42%) compared to non-CCC students (53%).

In sum, average first-year undergraduate grades appear to have decreased under the common
core curriculum (CCC). However, differences were smaller when the CCC cohort (2018) was
compared to more recent pre-CCC cohorts (2015-2017) and larger when compared to earlier
cohorts (2011-2014).

It is important to stress that analyses were limited to one CCC cohort (having completed a full
year of undergraduate coursework) compared to seven preceding cohorts. Also, analyses were
limited to the first year of undergraduate studies. As more data become available in the future, it
will be important to examine whether these systematic differences persist across cohorts and/or
beyond the first year. Meanwhile, however, schools and programs may need to ponder (1) why
average grades have decreased, (2) whether this trend is desirable, and (3) what the consequences
are.



