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Variations in Grade Distribution in Large Multi-Section Courses 

In Spring 2016, about 60 undergraduate courses involved multiple sections taught by different instructors. This 

analysis examines variations in grades across course sections. We focus on 41 courses that offered at least two sections 

and awarded at least 50 GPA grades across sections. For each course, we simply compare the “high grade” section 

(section with the highest average grade) and the “low grade” section (section with the lowest average grade). 

Figure 1 shows differences in grade points between “high grade” and “low grade” sections. In course 37, for instance, 

the average student in the “high grade” section had a grade that was one point higher than the grade for an average 

student in the “low grade” section. This difference is equivalent to the difference between A- and B- grades or between 

A and B grades. 

 

 

Figure 2 standardizes mean grade differences between the two sections and provides a better picture. In course 12, for 

instance, the average student in the “high grade” section had a course grade that was 1.6 standard deviations above 

the grade for an average student in the “low grade” section. In terms of magnitude, grade differences between “high 

grade” and “low grade” sections were large in 24%, medium in 20%, small in 27%, and negligible in 29% of the 

courses.  

 

 

 

 

 

0.00

0.25

0.50

0.75

1.00

1.25

C
o

u
rs

e 
3

7
C

o
u

rs
e 

2
4

C
o

u
rs

e 
3

1
C

o
u

rs
e 

1
8

C
o

u
rs

e 
1

3
C

o
u

rs
e 

3
4

C
o

u
rs

e 
1

2
C

o
u

rs
e 

2
9

C
o

u
rs

e 
1

6
C

o
u

rs
e 

4
0

C
o

u
rs

e 
1

5
C

o
u

rs
e 

2
8

C
o

u
rs

e 
2

3
C

o
u

rs
e 

2
7

C
o

u
rs

e 
2

6
C

o
u

rs
e 

3
9

C
o

u
rs

e 
3

2
C

o
u

rs
e 

2
5

C
o

u
rs

e 
3

0
C

o
u

rs
e 

1
0

C
o

u
rs

e 
7

C
o

u
rs

e 
4

1
C

o
u

rs
e 

2
1

C
o

u
rs

e 
9

C
o

u
rs

e 
1

4
C

o
u

rs
e 

3
C

o
u

rs
e 

2
C

o
u

rs
e 

2
2

C
o

u
rs

e 
1

7
C

o
u

rs
e 

2
0

C
o

u
rs

e 
1

C
o

u
rs

e 
5

C
o

u
rs

e 
4

C
o

u
rs

e 
3

8
C

o
u

rs
e 

3
5

C
o

u
rs

e 
8

C
o

u
rs

e 
1

9
C

o
u

rs
e 

6
C

o
u

rs
e 

3
3

C
o

u
rs

e 
3

6
C

o
u

rs
e 

1
1

G
ra

d
e

 p
o

in
t 

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

 (
G

P
A

 s
ca

le
)

Figure 1. Differences in average grades between "high grade" and "low grade" 
course sections (Spring 2016)
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In sum, four in ten multi-section courses had pronounced (medium-to-large) differences in grades across sections. 

Such differences may arise for various reasons: differences in course content, delivery, and/or assessment 

standards across sections; differences in instructor effectiveness/experience; differences in student 

ability/experience; etc.  

Results highlight the need for communication and coordination, at departmental levels, to ensure consistency of 

course delivery and assessment standards across course sections. Departments, however, should also balance this 

need for consistency and the academic freedom and instructional creativity of individual faculty members.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

================= 

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.  

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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Figure 2. Differences in average grades between "high grade" and "low grade" 
course sections, expressed in standard deviation units (Spring 2016)
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