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Undergraduate Academic Performance: Student Expectations vs. Reality

In August 2015, we asked incoming CPS and directly-admitted undergraduate students: “What do you expect most of
your grades will be during your studies at NU?” Overall, 513 students (67% of the target population) responded to
this question. Figure 1 compares the distribution of expected grades to the distribution of 51,566 GPA-bearing letter
grades historically earned by NU undergraduate students from Fall 2011 to Summer 2015.

Figure 1. Distribution of grades expected by Fall 2015 entering students vs. course
grades earned by all undergraduate students from Fall 2011 to Summer 2015
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Figure 2 restricts the analysis to 58 directly-admitted undergraduate students who answered the question above. It
compares anticipated grades to 836 letter grades these same students subsequently earned in 2015-2016.

Figure 2. Distribution of grades expected by Fall 2015 directly-admitted respondents vs.
course grades earned by these same students in Fall 2015 and Spring/Summer 2016
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Both figures suggest substantial differences between anticipated and actual academic performance. Further analyses
revealed that 94.3% of directly-admitted students expected mostly A/A- course grades; however, only 20.5% actually
earned a first-year cumulative GPA equivalent to A/A-.

Results suggest that many students come to higher education either with “unrealistic” expectations or with
“reasonable” expectations that they are, subsequently, unable to meet. One reason could be that students assume the
amount and quality of effort they had put into their secondary education will be sufficient for success in higher
education. Other reasons could include pressure from parents/relatives and competition with peers.

The gap between anticipated and actual performance may be a source of stress/anxiety for students and of tension
between students and faculty. Faculty/departments/schools/NU can, proactively, help students manage
expectations. Among other things, they can:

1. clearly articulate expectations and criteria (e.g., sound grade descriptors) for different levels of academic
performance so that students understand the amount and quality of effort needed to perform at a given
level.

2. regularly communicate this information to students (orientation week, first week of class, before
assessment due dates).

3. use empirical data (e.g., previous grade distributions) to engage students in meaningful reflection on and
(re-)assessment of their expectations and progress.

We invite you to write to IR (ir@nu.edu.kz) and (1) share your thoughts and experiences relative to the topic under discussion in
this IR-MFF issue and/or (2) suggest a question/topic that you would like us to address in a future issue of the IR-MFF. A PDF
version of the current IR-MFF issue is attached to this email.

The IR-MFF is published every last Friday of the month or, if the relevance and timeliness of the topic require, earlier (August
through November and January through April). Analyses are limited to 300 words or less (narrative text) and one or two
graphs/tables. If you need more detailed information (methodological or otherwise), please contact IR at ir@nu.edu.kz.
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