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Participants

All participants volunteered to complete the online survey, which was one option for 

research experience course credit. The study included 257 undergraduate students 

(69 males, 187 females, 4 did not respond, Mage = 19.45, SD = 3.2). Participants 

identified primarily as Caucasian (198); 30 indicated African American/Black, 19 

Latino/Hispanic, 16 Asian/Pacific Islander, and 12 did not disclose (participants 

were able to choose more than one race/ethnicity).

Past Research

College students report being very optimistic about their expected course and exam 

grades, but their actual grades are usually lower than their expectations (e.g., 

Balch, 1992; Prohanska, 1994; Remedios et al., 2000). This disconnect between 

students’ actual grades and their expected grades seems related to students’ belief 

that factors such as class attendance and effort should generate good grades 

(Gaultney & Cann, 2001). Faculty, on the other hand, do not share this perspective. 

In a study published in U.S. News and World Report (2001) of top national 

universities and liberal arts colleges, 58% of faculty explicitly referenced 

performance as the sole criterion for grading. Similarly, Adams (2005) found that 

students believed 62% of their grade in a course should be related to their 

performance and 38% to their effort, while faculty attributed 83% to performance 

and only 17% to effort. The disagreement concerning grades can be a frequent 

source of student and faculty conflict (Gaultney & Cann, 2001; Goulden & Griffin, 

1997). Overall, students consistently believed that effort should account for a 

significantly higher percentage of their final course grade than did faculty. Though 

student entitlement and effort-based grade expectations pre-dated COVID-19, the 

current movement from in-person to online asynchronous courses may have 

exacerbated the disconnect. Now, most students have the internet to support them 

when they need to demonstrate proficiency. Without the classroom, habits may 

have shifted to online information-seeking behaviors.  Finding what appears to be 

high-quality answers to assessment questions likely increases the sense of having 

met learning requirements and contributes to a rising sense of grade entitlement in 

online classes. The investment of time and the feeling of having “made an effort” to 

look things up on the Internet may be misinterpreted as actual learning. When a 

student finds online information that agrees with their opinion, confirmation bias 

strengthens the feeling of mastery, which might also increase grade entitlement 

(Jonas et al., 2001). In addition, when the learning environment matches the way 

students encounter information in their daily lives, fluency may lead students to feel 

overconfident in their learning (Alter & Oppenheimer, 2008). This current study 

examines these issues of entitlement and grade expectation in an in person and 

online environment. 

Discussion

The results support the hypothesis that academic entitlement affects the 

grading culture. Students most frequently recommended a letter grade of C for 

a student who failed to meet course requirements but had tried hard. The 

findings replicated Fitian et al. (2019) and Adams’ (2005) study in which over 

70% of students reported that they expected to receive at least a C in 

nonmajor courses if they worked hard, even when they failed to demonstrate 

they had learned the minimum amount of information required by the instructor. 

Indeed, academic entitlement appears to be worsening over time: students in 

the current study responded that effort should be weighted even higher (53%) 

than in previous research (38%; Adams, 2005), indicating that students 

increasingly consider effort to be a central criteria for grading. This project 

extended prior work to the online environment. While the difference was not 

significant, students on average chose a grade of C for online classes and a C

minus for in-person classes if there was effort, but performance criteria were 

not met. The trend did suggest that student expectations for effort-based 

grading might be exacerbated in online courses and merits further study.

One limitation that may have impacted the trending, but non-significant results, 

is that the participant pool is made up primarily of Introduction to Psychology 

students, many of whom were taking their first college courses, all of which 

were online at the time. It is likely that many who were assigned to the in-

person condition had never taken a traditional college course, a supposition 

that was anecdotally reported in some open-ended responses (e.g.: “I really 

don’t know since this is my first semester, but I answered based on my high-

school classes”). The study contributes to research on both academic 

entitlement and student expectations and extends it to contemporary teaching 

and learning environments.

Results

As expected, students endorsed effort-based grading. Students in the current 

study suggested that effort should be weighted at 53%, which is much higher 

than in previous research (38% in Adams, 2005). Self-reported academic 

engagement was linked to higher endorsement of effort-based grading (r = .15, 

p = .02), although it did not predict grade recommendations in low performance 

courses.  Regardless of condition, students with entitled expectations 

recommended higher grades for a student who failed to meet criteria, but had 

made an effort (r = .21, p < .01). Grit was linked to lower recommended grades 

for in person courses when criteria were not met, but higher grades for 

similarly described online courses (see Table 1 for details).  The hypothesis 

that recommended grades would be higher in the online condition was not 

supported, however there was a non-significant trend; failure to meet the 

requirements for an in-person course was associated with slightly lower 

suggested grades (C minus) than an online course (C; p = .11). 

Materials and Procedure

The current study used a series of standardized scales to measure academic 

entitlement and student engagement: Academic Entitlement Scale (AES; Chowning

& Campbell, 2009), Student Engagement Questionnaire (SEQ; Reeve, J., & Tseng, 

C.-M., 2011), and a Grit scale (Duckworth, 2016), which measures perceived self-

efficacy control toward short and long-term goals. They also assigned a 

hypothetical student’s letter grades based on levels of performance and effort in 4 

required courses: general education, core skills, undergraduate major, and medical 

school.  Participants were randomly assigned to a condition: each student 

answered the AES, SEQ, and recommended grade questions framed either in an 

online environment or an in-person one. 

Hypothesis
We expected students to recommend effort-based grading, and to do so more 

for lower-level courses (general education requirements) than for graduate 

coursework (medical school). We hypothesized that students with entitled 

expectations would more strongly endorse effort-based grades at all levels and 

that the effect would be stronger in the online course condition. We expected 

Grit and SEQ scores to predict performance-based grading.

Low Performance
Course Type

Grit
Academic 

Entitlement

In Person Online In Person Online

General Education -.226* .110 .246** .234**

Core Requirement -.237** .088 .229* .215*

Requirement for Major -.217* .225* .270** .147

Medical School -.129 .169 .158 .191*

*p < .05; **p < .01

Table 1

Correlations Between Individual Difference Scores and Grade Recommendations
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Figure 1. Frequency of recommended grade for a student who failed to meet 

requirements, but tried hard in an in-person class

Figure 2. Frequency of recommended grade for a student who failed to meet 

requirements, but tried hard in an online class


