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Bell curve blues

by Keri Kent

Midterms and termpapers. How
many students are aware that the
University of Alberta’s grading
system is not a stanine system,
but is much less rigid than that?
Understanding the differences be-
tween the stanine system and the
nine point grading system in use
at the University of Alberta will
alleviate some of the worry about
grades brought on by midterms
and termpapers.

The University of Alberta’s
grading system is as follows: the
professor orders the class work
from highest to lowest according
to the raw scores. Then, the prof-
essor applies the qualitative de-
scriptors (9-8 Excellent, 6-7 Good,
4-5 Satisfactory and 1-2-3 Un-
satisfactory) to the work based
on his or her view of the difficul-

ties of the course/exam, the raw
score earned, and each student’s
overall ability in the course. The
professor then ranks the work
and assigns grade points. Profes-
sors may use this system in two
ways: marking, ordering, and
ranking each test and assignment
or follow the same procedure for
the sum of raw scores at the end
of the term.

The main advantage of this
system over the stanine system is
its flexibility; the exact percentage
of students in each grade grouping
does not have to conform to a
theoretical curve.

Grading according to the bell
curve is mathematically exact.
The curve indicates, at its center,
the number of students with

_average scores. It indicates the

progressively fewer students

ds the leaves of autumn provide a perfect

achieving lower scores on its left
slope, and the progressively fewer
students achieving higher than
average scores on its right slope.
Stanine grades demarcate be-
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tween groups of students’ scores.

These groups are statistically
proven calcalations that 68 per-
cent of students will achieve near
average marks, 13 percent each
above and below average, and
less than 5 percent each above
and far below average. If the
exam or course is unusually diffi-
cult and the average is low, say 33
percent, the curve accomodates
the difficulty of the test/course;
students with 33 percent receive
a six where, on another test/
course with an average of 60
percent, a score of 33 percent
would be a three. Despite this
advantage, the bell curve-stanine
system has two major drawbacks
which the nine point grading
system does not. The difference
between stanines is an exact math-
ematical quantity. For instance,
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responded saying, “it is a luxury
item. We are more concerned
with basic products.”

Students also expressed con-
cern with the Meech Lake Accord
and the special clause given to
Quebec. A question was asked by
a student, "why the natives did
not have a similar clause or any
other ethnic group?” Both candi-
dates responded by indicating
they supported multiculturalism.

The debate was cut short by
the insufficient class time. Free-
land concluded by reviewing the
issues she addressed in her open-
ing statements. The N D Party
had five main points on their agenda
agenda: opposition to free trade,

if a seven stanine fell on 85
percent (raw score), a score of 84
percent would be a six. Also, the
system doesn not necessarily indi-
cate the students’ abilities ac-
curately. The student with 84
percent may actually be doing
"good” work, but because the test
was slightly more difficult than
usual (though not enough to
change the usual relationship be-

tween raw scores and stanines) he

or she only receives a six.

Though the University of Al-
berta’s grading system is less
mathematical, it is somewhat
more subjective. This subjectivity,
however, "works for the student”,
for the grades-reflect the students’
abilities. The nine point grading
system is producing a more uni-
form distribution of grades as the
General Faculty Council hoped it
would when they incorporated it
inot University policy in 1966.
There is one problem, however:
ensuring a consistent interpreta-
tion of qualitative descriptors.
Though Registrar David Silzer
assures students that among pro-
fessors of the same department
the interpretations are uniform,
the problem arises between facul-
ties. This is presently being invest-
igated by the Academic Develop-
ment Committee.

Externa

womens issues, environmental
concerns, economic development.
and a new Canadian foreign
policy which includes the pos-
sibility of eventual withdrawal
fromNATO.

Thorkelson. however. did not
address specific’ issues but did
stress the point of “confidence” in
Canadians. The main points of
the Progressive Conservative ag-
enda, derived from the leaflet
handed out prior to the debate
and from parts of his speech, are:
an clected Senate, privitization of
industry, support of free trade.
tax reforms, lessening of standards
for industry and security for
seniors. No stand was made by
either of the candidates on the
issue of abortion.

Correction

In a story from our October
12, 1988 issue, Dr. Jean
Lauber’s name was spelled in-
correctly, and her work was
mistakenly referred to as ”his”.
The Gateway apologizes for
any confusion or embarrass-
ment that may have resulted.

Now is the time
for all Gateway
staff to decide
on the fate of
our cartoons.

Staff meeting
Tuesday, October 18
at 5 p.m.
Room 282 SUB

FREE TRADE FORUM
Friday October 21
12:00 Noon - 1:15 p.m.
SUB Theatre

How will Free Trade Affect Us,
As Canadians and Students?

Speaking in Favor of the Free Trade Agreement,
Katy MacMillan,
a member of the C.D. Howe Institute

Speaking Against the Free Trade Agreement,
Marjorie Griffin Cohen,
an economist from the Ontario Institute
for Studies in Education

Come and Ask Questions About
This Important Election Issue




