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Conclusions

Grade inflation is a nuanced phenomenon that has important implications for educational
outcomes. This study shows that while high school GPA (HSGPA) remains an important
predictor of student success in college, its predictive strength can be diluted in the presence of
grade inflation. Practically speaking, high GPAs from schools with a history of grade inflation
should be interpreted with caution—these students may not be as college-ready as their GPAs
suggest. Conversely, students from schools with low grade inflation may be more likely to attain
successful outcomes in alignment with their HSGPAs. Importantly, the prediction of first-year
GPA is lower for students from high-inflation high schools because their HSGPAs exaggerate
their academic preparedness.

So What?

This study has some key implications for stakeholders, including students and parents,
educators, admissions officers, policymakers, and researchers. Students and parents should
understand that a high school GPA may not accurately represent a student’s knowledge and
skills. Parents with children at schools with a history of grade inflation should supplement
evidence of their child’s educational preparation through standardized tests or other
accomplishments. Admissions officers need to look at HSGPA while understanding the context
of the school in which that GPA was assigned. A better understanding of that context will help
admissions officers more fully understand and assess students’ readiness. Policymakers and
researchers should ensure that this investigation into grade inflation continues. Ensuring that
grades accurately represent knowledge and skills will help students better understand their
actual preparation for life after high school.

Now What?

Given the evidence that grade inflation has made high school GPA a less reliable indicator of
student academic readiness, it is important for students (along with their parents) to understand
and appropriately interpret high school GPA so that they can grasp their true academic
strengths and readiness. Colleges should read applications with an understanding that an A
from one school may not mean the same level of content mastery as an A from another school
and that using multiple measures will help them make the best decisions possible about student
success. By taking these sorts of steps, stakeholders can begin to mitigate the effects of grade
inflation while still rewarding hard work and academic achievement. The ultimate goal for all
stakeholders is the same: accurately identify and cultivate the type of learning that will ensure
success in higher education and beyond.
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Introduction

The phenomenon of grade inflation, which is characterized by an increase in high school grades
without a corresponding increase in academic achievement, has been a persistent and
continuing concern in education over the past decade (Sanchez & Moore, 2022). Grade inflation
can be particularly troubling in the context of college admissions, where high school GPA
(HSGPA) is used as one (and often the most important) indicator of academic readiness for
postsecondary education. In this context, we can consider the effects of rising HSGPA without
concurrent improvement in academic achievement as demonstrated through standardized test
scores. Grade inflation raises a question about the validity of HSGPA as an indicator of college
readiness and academic potential (Sanchez & Moore, 2022).

Zhang and Sanchez (2013) used hierarchical linear modeling to estimate school-specific effects
for annual grade inflation or deflation, revealing significant variation among high schools.
Gershenson (2018) points out five important aspects of grade inflation that need to be
considered by educators, parents, administrators, and policymakers. First, the study argues that
earning a good grade does not necessarily reflect mastery of course content, as many students
who receive A or B grades fail to demonstrate proficiency on state exams. Second, high school
grades and standardized test scores should be viewed as complementary pieces of information,
with each providing unique insights into student performance. Third, grade inflation may
perpetuate socioeconomic disparities, as students from affluent backgrounds often receive
inflated grades, which in turn influences their college applications and perceived opportunities.
Fourth, college admissions officers need to adjust for grade inflation when making their
decisions, possibly even implementing a method to standardize GPA evaluations across
schools. Finally, Gershenson argues that states should continue to use end-of-course exams,
as they can serve as a valuable diagnostic tool that complements course grades and provides
accountability for both students and schools. The paper warns that grade inflation may
undermine educational equity and further calls for the continued use of standardized
assessments in order to ensure fairness and accuracy when evaluating student achievement.
The paper closes with an important conclusion that “there’s no debate that grade inflation exists.
It's unequally distributed across schools. It has pernicious effects on everyone—not just on
students, but also those who examine those grades for purposes of making decisions ranging
from further education to employment” (Gershenson, 2018, p. 25).

Griffin and Townsley (2021) investigated the impact of including nonacademic factors such as
homework and employability skills (21st-century skills demonstrated in the classroom) in student
grades. The teachers examined in this study weighted grades with 70% based on summative
assessments and 30% based on homework and employability skills, which resulted in significant
grade inflation or deflation. In fact, over 60% of students had their grades inflated, with 8%
passing the class despite not mastering course content. This study suggests that including such
nonacademic factors in grades in fact distorts the representations of students’ true content
mastery. The authors argue that teachers may feel pressured to pass students in order to
improve graduation rates, especially in diverse urban areas. While an argument can be made
that employability skills are necessary for future job preparation, including these skills in
academic grades may mislead students, parents, and colleges. This study recommends that
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teachers separate academic achievement or content mastery from nonacademic factors in
grading, potentially using standards-based grading systems to provide a clearer picture of
students’ content mastery while still communicating employability skills. The authors argue that
this approach would improve the accuracy and fairness of high-stakes academic decisions.

Sanchez and Moore (2022) provided further evidence of grade inflation both before and after
accounting for student and school characteristics. This study found that grade inflation was most
prevalent at lower and moderate ACT Composite (ACTC) scores, likely due to the ceiling effect
of HSGPA, where students cannot exceed a 4.0 GPA. This study also noted a significant
increase in grade inflation during the pandemic years of 2020 and 2021. This study also
highlighted the variability in grading standards across schools, which reduces the comparability
of HSGPA as a measure of academic achievement in college admissions. HSGPA, an
inherently unstandardized measure, captures both cognitive and noncognitive factors, resulting
in a less reliable measure of academic achievement than standardized test scores. This study
underscores the importance of a holistic approach that incorporates both HSGPA and
standardized test scores to provide a fairer and more complete assessment of student potential.

Sanchez (2023) examined the evidence of grade inflation across 4 high school subjects—
English, math, social studies, and science—from 2010 to 2022. This study revealed a steady
increase in the percentage of A grades awarded across all subjects, along with a decrease in
the assignment of lower-level letter grades. This study also highlighted disparities in grade
inflation by race/ethnicity, gender, and family income. The study also addressed concerns about
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on grading practices as well as the potential
consequences of grade inflation on college admissions, particularly in test-optional
environments where HSGPA may serve as the primary indicator of academic achievement.
Sanchez (2023) highlights challenges to the validity of HSGPA, noting that in college
admissions, HSGPA should be considered in conjunction with standardized test scores in order
to provide a more comprehensive assessment of student readiness.

Chen and Sanchez (2024) continued this line of research by investigating changes in the
predictive validity of HSGPA and ACTC scores on postsecondary enroliment from 2010 to 2021,
focusing on the time period before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study
demonstrated that there was a significant increase in the predictive power of HSGPA over time,
peaking in 2021, while the predictive power of ACT scores steadily declined, reaching its lowest
point in 2021. Notably, before 2014, the ACTC score was the stronger predictor of enroliment,
but after 2014, HSGPA became the stronger predictor. The shift may be attributable to growth in
the adoption of test-optional policies, which was accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. In
such policies, HSGPA often became the primary measure of student achievement. Importantly,
although the study found a decrease in the predictive power of ACTC scores and an increase in
the predictive power of HSGPA, it also found that both measures together provided valuable
complementary information that was most effective for predicting enroliment.

In a recent paper by the Equitable Grading Project (2024), an examination of the grades of
33,000 middle school and high school students found that most GPAs were inaccurate when
compared to an externally designed standardized test. It highlighted that many grades, in
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particular those of historically underserved populations, do not align with standardized test
scores. The researchers found that nearly 60% of high school grades were inaccurate. They
also found that among this 60%, about two thirds of the grades were inflated and one third were
depressed, which leads to the wrong signals being conveyed to students about content mastery
and affects students’ opportunities for academic advancement, college admissions, and future
success.

Not all research, however, supports the use of standardized tests for predicting postsecondary
success. For example, Geiser and Santelices (2007) argue that while standardized test scores
were originally developed to help identify applicants who were likely to perform well in college,
with the proposition that standardized test scores were more valid than high school grades,
much research indicates that HSGPA is a consistently better predictor of college success, not
only for early outcomes such as first-year GPA (FYGPA) but also for longer term outcomes such
as cumulative GPA and graduation rates. This study acknowledges that using both standardized
test scores and HSGPA together provides additional predictive power; however, the authors
argue that the incremental addition of standardized test scores above and beyond HSGPA
comes at a cost of potentially negatively impacting students. They argue that because HSGPA
presents not just cognitive achievement but also noncognitive factors such as motivation and
perseverance, it has a differentiator that bolsters the case for using HSGPA. They further argue
that using HSGPA over standardized test scores in college admissions is preferable not only for
its predictive strength but also for potential benefits in fairness in evaluating applicants.

As a counterpoint to the arguments presented by Geiser and Santelices (2007) and other
studies like theirs, two recent studies explore the dominance of HSGPA over standardized test
scores in predicting FYGPA and the relationship between postsecondary graduation and the
combination of HSGPA and test scores. Sanchez (2024) presents an approach to predicting
FYGPA that uses both multiple imputation and dominance analysis, which can provide a more
robust evaluation of predictor importance than the traditional single-model methodologies used
in most previous research. While traditional approaches often rely on a form of regression to
evaluate the predictive power of HSGPA and standardized test scores, this study compares the
contributions of HSGPA, ACT scores, and student demographics across all possible subset
models, which offers a more comprehensive evaluation of their contributions. This study found
that both HSGPA and ACTC scores are stronger predictors than demographic factors such as
race/ethnicity, gender, and family income, with a more complex relationship between HSGPA
and ACTC scores than suggested by previous research. In predicting FYGPA, this study could
not conclude that either academic measure, HSGPA or ACTC scores, was a stronger predictor
of FYGPA than the other. This methodology offers important new insights into the relative
importance of precollege academic measures, stating that while academic metrics are the
strongest predictors of FYGPA, no clear conclusions could be drawn about whether HSGPA or
ACTC score was a stronger predictor of FYGPA. This emphasizes that both HSGPA and
standardized test scores should be considered in college admissions alongside a holistic view of
students’ academic backgrounds.

A second study that presents a counterpoint to Geiser and Santelices (2007) and similar
research was conducted by Loria and Sanchez (2024). Loria and Sanchez examined the
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relationship between HSGPA and ACTC scores in predicting (both directly and indirectly
through FYGPA) degree completion within 4 and 6 years. This study revealed that both HSGPA
and ACTC scores had significant direct and indirect effects on degree completion, with FYGPA
acting as a critical mediator. A key finding of this study was that ACTC scores had a stronger
direct effect on degree completion, while HSGPA demonstrated a larger indirect effect through
FYGPA. Additionally, this study found that higher ACTC scores were more strongly related to
degree completion for students with higher HSGPAs, particularly for graduation within 4 years.
Across all models examined in this study, HSGPA, ACTC score, and FYGPA added unique
predictive power beyond demographic factors, which highlights the importance of using both
HSGPA and ACTC scores together to improve predictions of long-term academic success. The
study underscores the importance of combining both precollege academic measures to more
accurately identify at-risk students and to better allocate resources for academic support.

The studies discussed so far highlight a consistent concern: Grade inflation can undermine the
reliability of HSGPA as an indicator of student achievement and readiness for college. This is of
particular concern considering how grade inflation affects students from different socioeconomic
and racial/ethnic backgrounds, potentially creating disparities in academic outcomes and
college admissions opportunities. While much of the research agrees on the potential limitations
of HSGPA as a standalone measure of academic achievement, there is also a recognition that
standardized test scores, such as ACT scores, can play an important complementary role in
evaluating student potential. The declining reliance on standardized test scores due to test-
optional policies, particularly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, has shifted greater
emphasis in college admissions toward HSGPA.

Given such trends, the debate between the relative predictive power of HSGPA and
standardized test scores has regained importance. As Geiser and Santelices (2007) and
Sanchez (2023) demonstrate, while HSGPA has been shown to be a strong predictor of long-
term academic success, the role of standardized test scores, particularly when used in
conjunction with HSGPA, remains important. The presented research highlights the importance
of considering both measures of precollege academic achievement in admissions since they
provide distinct yet complementary insights into students’ academic potential. That said, given
the declining role of standardized test scores and the impact of grade inflation, there is a further
need to investigate how these predictors can be used to better predict college outcomes.

In the present study, | build on the foundation of the research discussed above by exploring the
relationship between grade inflation at high schools, HSGPA, ACTC scores, and their predictive
validity on FYGPA. Specifically, in this study | will examine high school grade inflation and its
relationship with HSGPA and ACTC scores as predictors of FYGPA. This study will investigate
the implications of these findings for college admissions, particularly in an era in which test-
optional policies have become so common. This research will fill a gap in the literature by
providing a more nuanced analysis of how grade inflation at high schools affects students’
FYGPAs.
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In this study, | address the following research question:

1. How does the level of high school grade inflation practically impact the predictions of
FYGPA based on HSGPA and ACTC scores?

Methods

Analytical Sample

The data for this study come from the 2017 and 2022 ACT-tested public high school graduating
classes from a southern state that had a statewide contract with ACT to test all its high school
students. In such school-day testing situations, most public high school students take the ACT.
Two models were estimated for this study. The first model, hereafter called the Grade Inflation
Model, uses a sample of students from the 2017 and 2022 graduating classes to estimate a
school-level measure of grade inflation. The second model, hereafter called the FYGPA Model,
uses a sample of students from the 2022 graduating class that went on to enroll in college in the
fall after high school graduation to estimate the role of grade inflation in the relationship among
HSGPA, ACTC score, and FYGPA. To be selected for the study samples, students had to have
a valid HSGPA,; given that HSGPA is a self-reported measure, many students from the target
population were not eligible for the study. Additionally, given that this study estimates a school-
level measure of grade inflation, high schools had to have at least 30 students in each cohort
year to be included in the study sample.

Table 1 compares descriptive statistics for student samples included in the Grade Inflation and
FYGPA Models with statistics for the students from their respective target populations. The
samples used for the Grade Inflation Model included a higher proportion of White students
(59.1% versus 56.1% in 2017 and 63.3% versus 55.3% in 2022) and a lower proportion of
African American students (14.5% versus 16.6% in 2017 and 12.9% versus 15.7% in 2022)
compared to the graduating classes from which those samples were drawn. Hispanic
representation increased over time in both samples, with a smaller increase in the Grade
Inflation Model (from 12.5% to 13.4%) than in the graduating classes (from 11.3% to 13.8%).
The Grade Inflation samples also had a higher proportion of female students than the
graduating classes (51.4% and 53.8% versus 48.6% and 47.8%) and a slightly higher share of
students from high-income families (i.e., students with a family income over $100K: 15.8% and
26.8% in the Grade Inflation samples versus 12.4% and 16.3% in the graduating classes).

In terms of academic performance, mean high school GPA increased from 3.17 in 2017 to 3.38
in 2022 between the Grade Inflation samples, closely mirroring the increase in their respective
graduating classes (3.17 to 3.37). However, the number of students failing to report their
HSGPA increased from 19.0% in 2017 to 37.5% in 2022 for the graduating classes. This
change in the extent of HSGPA absence is addressed in the Grade Inflation Model (see the
technical appendix for more information). ACT scores declined slightly across both the sample
and target populations, although the Grade Inflation samples maintained marginally higher
averages than their respective graduating classes (20.02 to 19.95 versus 19.18 to 18.39).
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For the FYGPA Model, the 2022 sample included 8,617 students compared to 12,057 in the full
enrolled class. The FYGPA sample had a slightly lower proportion of African American students
(12.0% versus 12.9%) and a higher proportion of White students (66.3% versus 62.0%). The
gender distribution was similar between the sample and target populations, with females making
up 57.8% of the FYGPA sample and 56.0% of the enrolled class. The FYGPA sample
overrepresented both low-income students (<$36K: 21.2% versus 19.4%) and high-income
students (>$100K: 28.8% versus 20.3%) relative to the enrolled population.

Academic indicators showed modest differences between the sample and target populations.
The mean high school GPA was the same in the FYGPA Model and in the enrolled class (3.49),
while ACT scores were slightly higher (20.91 versus 20.32). The FYGPA sample also yielded a
higher mean FYGPA (2.80) compared to the enrolled class average (2.69).

Measures
ACT Composite (ACTC) Score

The official ACT Composite scores were drawn from the last testing record for students in the
state prior to high school graduation. These scores may have been attained either during
statewide school-day testing or during a national test administration.
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Table 1. Student Demographics

Characteristic

Cohort
N

Race/
ethnicity
n (%)

Gender
n (%)

Family
income
n (%)

African American

American Indian/Alaska
Native

Asian

Hispanic

Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander

Prefer not to respond /
missing

Two or more races
White

Missing

Another gender
Female

Male

Prefer not to respond
<$36K

$36K-$60K
$60K-$100K

>$100K

Missing

HSGPA (mean (SD))
HSGPA: Missing (%)
ACT Composite (mean (SD))
FYGPA (mean (SD))

Grade Inflation Model

2017
22,717
3,292 (14.5)

165 (0.7)

465 (2.0)
2,832 (12.5)

98 (0.4)

1,337 (5.9)

1,110 (4.9)
13,418 (59.1)
778 (3.4)

0 (0.0)
11,685 (51.4)
10,254 (45.1)
0 (0.0)
7,620 (33.5)
4,431 (19.5)
4,143 (18.2)
3,594 (15.8)
2,929 (12.9)
3.17 (0.63)
0
20.02 (5.22)

2022
16,199
2,096 (12.9)

122 (0.8)

415 (2.6)
2,172 (13.4)

52 (0.3)

224 (1.4)

870 (5.4)
10,248 (63.3)
0 (0.0)
108 (0.7)
8,711 (53.8)
7,202 (44.5)
178 (1.1)
3,628 (22.4)
2,655 (16.4)
3,072 (19.0)
4,343 (26.8)
2,501 (15.4)
3.38 (0.57)
0
19.95 (5.18)

Graduating class

2017
32,529
5,395 (16.6)

254 (0.8)

556 (1.7)
3,665 (11.3)

142 (0.4)

2,746 (8.4)

1,526 (4.7)
18,245 (56.1)
1,602 (4.9)
0 (0.0)
15,793 (48.6)
15,134 (46.5)
0 (0.0)
10,059 (30.9)
5,675 (17.4)
4,949 (15.2)
4,035 (12.4)
7,811 (24.0)
3.17 (0.63)
19
19.18 (5.15)

2022
29,844
4,672 (15.7)

234 (0.8)

571 (1.9)
4,105 (13.8)

166 (0.6)

2,061 (6.9)

1,521 (5.1)
16,514 (55.3)
1,020 (3.4)
192 (0.6)
14,263 (47.8)
13,771 (46.1)
598 (2.0)
4,527 (15.2)
3,242 (10.9)
3,573 (12.0)
4,851 (16.3)
13,651 (45.7)
3.37 (0.57)
375
18.39 (5.14)

FYGPA
Model

2022
8,617
1,031 (12.0)

40 (0.5)

224 (2.6)
1,051 (12.2)

15 (0.2)

112 (1.3)

431 (5.0)
5,713 (66.3)
23 (0.3)
4,979 (57.8)
3,555 (41.3)
60 (0.7)
1,829 (21.2)
1,468 (17.0)
1,938 (22.5)
2,479 (28.8)
903 (10.5)
3.49 (0.48)
0
20.91 (4.91)
2.80 (1.10)

Note. The “another gender” option was not available at the time of testing for the graduating class of 2017.

ACT

Enrolled
class

2022
12,057
1,559 (12.9)

63 (0.5)

289 (2.4)
1,442 (12.0)

21(0.2)

623 (5.2)

586 (4.9)
7,474 (62.0)
188 (1.6)
29 (0.2)
6,751 (56.0)
4,992 (41.4)
97 (0.8)
2,336 (19.4)
1,823 (15.1)
2,311 (19.2)
2,809 (23.3)
2,778 (23.0)
3.49 (0.48)
14.7
20.32 (4.93)
2.69 (1.15)
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Cumulative High School GPA (HSGPA)

Self-reported grades in up to 23 courses in English, mathematics, social studies, and natural
science were averaged to calculate each student’s cumulative HSGPA. Sanchez and Buddin
(2016) showed that a student’s self-reported HSGPA is highly correlated with their transcript
GPA, and other research supports the use of self-reported data for research purposes (Camara
et al., 2003; Kuncel et al., 2005; Shaw & Mattern, 2009).

First-Year College GPA (FYGPA)

Official FYGPA was obtained from student transcripts at the institutions in which students
enrolled immediately after high school.

Demographic Variables

This study examined three demographic variables: gender, race/ethnicity, and family income. Al
demographic information is provided in Table 1. Students reported their gender as either male,
female, another gender, or prefer not to respond; some did not select a response. For the
FYGPA analysis of the 2022 graduating class, students who identified as another gender
(0.7%), preferred not to respond (1.1%), or did not provide a response (3.5%) were collapsed
into a single group. Students selected their racial/ethnic identity from the following options:
Asian, Black, Hispanic, American Indian / Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian / Pacific Islander,
White, two or more races, or prefer not to respond; some did not select a response. The
American Indian / Alaska Native (0.8%), Native Hawaiian / Pacific Islander (0.3%), and two or
more races (5.4%) categories were combined for analysis due to low overall group numbers.
Self-reported family income was categorized into four groups: below $36,000, $36,000—
$60,000, $60,000-$100,000, and above $100,000. | also include a missing response category
for income (8.9%).

Percentage Missing in Cumulative High School GPA (HSGPA)

Data from the 2017 and 2022 cohorts are used to estimate a measure of grade inflation at the
high school level. As part of that estimation, | wanted to account for attrition in the self-reporting
of HSGPA. As such, | calculated the percentage of students without a HSGPA at a school in
2017 as well as in 2022. In the model estimating grade inflation, | used the difference between
the 2022 percentage HSGPA missing and the 2017 percentage HSGPA missing.

Average High School Grade Inflation From 2017 to 2022 (Grade Inflation)

Average high school grade inflation from 2017 to 2022, an indicator of grade inflation across 5
years, was derived using a hierarchical linear model. This HLM model adjusted HSGPA for
student achievement by including both individual student ACT Composite scores and school
average ACT Composite scores. This high school average includes all high school graduates in
the state in the graduating class of 2017. The model also accounts for the change in the
percentage of students not reporting their HSGPA between 2017 and 2022.

The present data suggest that schools with higher average school GPAs have lower grade
inflation than schools with lower average school GPAs. In fact, the negative correlation between
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grade inflation and high school average GPA implies that lower-GPA schools show somewhat
higher deviations from expected HSGPA (i.e., more inflation; see Figure A3). It appears that
grade inflation is concentrated more among lower-GPA schools that are serving students with
overall lower GPAs.

For details on the methodology used to derive the average grade inflation at a school, please
see the technical appendix.

Data Analysis

This study uses the average grade inflation at a student’s high school in conjunction with the
student’'s ACTC score, HSGPA, and demographic characteristics to predict FYGPA. In the
model estimated to predict FYGPA, students in the graduating class of 2022 are nested within
the college they attended immediately after high school. The following hierarchical linear model
was estimated:

FYGPA = HSGPAz + ACTCz + HS Grade Inflation + HSGPAz X HS Grade Inflation

+ ACTCz X HS Grade Inflation + HSGPAz X ACTCz + Family Income

+ Race/Ethnicity + Gender + (1| COLLEGE _CODE),
where FYGPA is a student’'s FYGPA, HSGPAz is the standardized HSGPA for the student,
ACTCz is the standardized ACTC score for the student, and HS grade inflation is the average
grade inflation from 2017 to 2022 for the student’s high school (i.e., the estimate from the model
specified in the technical appendix). The model also accounted for student family income,
race/ethnicity, and gender. The hierarchical model included a random intercept term. Two-way
interactions were estimated for ACTC score and HSGPA and between grade inflation and both
ACTC score and HSGPA. These interactions between grade inflation and ACTC score and
HSGPA help us identify the practical impact of grade inflation on the predictions of FYGPA
based on ACTC score and HSGPA."

Table 2 displays the model coefficients for the prediction of students’ FYGPAs. Table 3 displays
the model characteristics and fit statistics. Due to the inclusion of interactions between grade
inflation, ACTC score, and HSGPA, as well as the interaction between ACTC score and
HSGPA, the coefficients themselves will not be interpreted here. Rather, in the results section, |
will explore how these relationships impact students’ FYGPAs. Of note, the intraclass
correlation coefficient (ICC) in this model is 0.03, suggesting that nesting may not be necessary.
It was retained in order to reflect the true nested structure of the data. The fixed effects of this
model accounted for about 29.4% of the variance in FYGPA, and the fixed and random effects
accounted for about 31.7% of the variance in FYGPA.

' A three-way interaction between ACTC score, HSGPA, and grade inflation was tested and
found to be nonsignificant.
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Table 2. FYGPA Model Coefficients

Predictor Estimate (o p-value
(Intercept) 2.65 2.55-2.74  <0.001
HSGPAZz 0.44 0.40-0.49 <0.001
Grade inflation -0.24 -0.41—-0.06 0.007
ACTCz 0.17 0.12-0.21 <0.001

$36K-$60K 0.03 -0.03-0.10  0.285

$60K-$100K 0.10 0.04-0.16 0.001
Family income

>$100K 0.15 0.09-0.21 <0.001

Missing 0.07 -0.00-0.14  0.066

African American -0.17 -0.24—0.09 <0.001

American Indian / Native

Hawaiian / Two or more -0.13 -0.22——0.04 0.003

races
RECREEY oo 010  -0.02-0.23  0.106

Hispanic 0.14 0.08-0.21 <0.001

rﬂfefe.r not to respond / 005 -012-022 0573

issing

Female 0.14 0.10-0.18 <0.001
Gender

Other / Missing -0.09 -0.29-0.11 0.393
HSGPAZz x Grade inflation 0.26 0.06-0.46 0.01
ACTCz x Grade inflation 0.00 -0.20-0.19  0.962
HSGPAz x ACTCz 0.07 0.05-0.10  <0.001
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Table 3. FYGPA Model Characteristics and Fit Statistics

Predictor Estimate

o? 0.85

T00 COLLEGE_CODE 0.03
ICC 0.03

N coLLEGE_cope 32
Observations 8,617
Marginal R? / Conditional R? 0.294 /0.317
AIC 23,246.142
Log-likelihood -11,603.071

Note. The reference groups for the predictors were White students, male students, and students
from families earning less than $36,000.

Results

How does the level of high school grade inflation practically impact
the predictions of FYGPA based on HSGPA and ACTC score?

We can see from this model (Table 2) that the interaction between HSGPA and grade inflation
was statistically significant, indicating that the relationship between HSGPA and FYGPA differed
based on the grade inflation at a student’s originating high school. This was not the case for
ACTC score, indicating that the relationship between ACTC score and FYGPA did not differ
based on grade inflation at a student’s originating high school. In Figure 1, we can see that a
higher FYGPA was associated with a higher HSGPA. We can also see that grade inflation is
negatively impacting predicted FYGPA. This figure demonstrates that for students attending a
high school with an average grade inflation of 0.0, the predicted FYGPA tends to be highest
over most of the HSGPA range. As grade inflation increases to 0.25 and to 0.50, there is a
pattern of lower predicted FYGPA, particularly at lower levels of HSGPA. This means that
across much of the HSGPA scale, for any two students with the same HSGPA, the student who
attended a high school with a greater level of grade inflation is predicted to have a lower
FYGPA. For example, for two students with a HSGPA of about 2.5, the student from a high
school with a grade inflation level of 0.0 is predicted to have a FYGPA of 1.85, whereas the
student from a high school with a grade inflation level of 0.5 is predicted to have a FYGPA of
1.47, for a difference of 0.37 FYGPA points.
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Figure 1. Relationship Between HSGPA and FYGPA at Different Grade Inflation Levels
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Discussion

Grade inflation, the rise in high school GPA without a coinciding improvement in academic
achievement, is a growing concern in college admissions because it threatens to undermine the
validity and reliability of HSGPA as a predictor of college success. Many studies have shown
that grade inflation varies across high schools and can even perpetuate socioeconomic
disparities, misrepresent content mastery, and potentially lead to underperformance in college.
While there are studies that support the use of GPA over standardized test scores, other studies
highlight the benefits of combining both measures in order to better predict college outcomes
and ensure fairness in admissions, especially for students from diverse backgrounds.

Prior research underscores the complexity of using HSGPA as the only measure of academic
readiness, as is the case in test-optional colleges. In this context of test-optional admissions
policies, this debate of the relative predictive power of HSGPA and standardized test scores
becomes even more significant. This study builds upon this line of research by exploring the
potential impact of grade inflation on the prediction of FYGPA based on HSGPA and ACTC
score, aiming to provide a more nuanced understanding of how HSGPA and ACTC scores
should be used for college admissions and to ensure accurate and fair assessments of
students’ potential success in college.

The findings of this study emphasize that the relationship between HSGPA and FYGPA differs
according to the level of grade inflation at a student’s high school, particularly for students with
lower HSGPAs. This analysis demonstrates that as grade inflation increases, students with
lower HSGPAs are more likely to see a substantial decline in their predicted FYGPAs. On the
other hand, for students with higher HSGPAs (over 3.75), the effect of grade inflation on FYGPA
prediction is less pronounced.

In contrast, the relationship between students’ ACTC scores and FYGPAs did not differ based
on the level of grade inflation at the students’ high schools. The relative stability of this
relationship provides some evidence that ACTC scores are not impacted by grade inflation,
making them a valuable complementary measure to HSGPA, especially in the admissions
decisions process, where grade inflation is of particular concern.

The findings of this study help to highlight how important it is to use both HSGPA and ACT
scores in college admissions. This is because each measure of achievement offers distinct
value. HSGPA reflects both academic performance and noncognitive traits like effort,
determination, and persistence, while ACT scores more directly assess content mastery.
However, given that grading standards vary across high schools, relying only on HSGPA,
especially without accounting for grade inflation, can lead to potentially inaccurate predictions of
college success.

The interaction found in this study between HSGPA and grade inflation demonstrates how

inflated grades may overstate students’ academic readiness, especially for those with lower
HSGPAs. This is particularly concerning in test-optional contexts, where HSGPA may be the
sole measure of academic achievement and may therefore carry more weight in high-stakes
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decision-making. In order to better ensure fair and accurate assessments of students’ potential
success in college, admissions officers should be aware that HSGPA'’s predictive power is not
uniform across schools. Furthermore, incorporating standardized test scores alongside HSGPA,
as well as accounting for grade inflation when possible, can help improve the reliability of
admissions decisions.

Limitations

It is worth noting several limitations of this study. First, this study focuses on students from a
single state that had a statewide contract with ACT. This can potentially limit the generalizability
of the findings to other states with different testing policies or demographic populations.
Additionally, the study sample was predominantly White, female, and from lower-income
backgrounds. This does not represent the diversity of students across the United States.
Additionally, this study relies on self-reported HSGPAs, which have been shown to be highly
correlated with transcript GPAs but which may still incorporate some degree of inaccuracy
because of reporting bias. This study concerns itself with a single early postsecondary outcome,
FYGPA, but does not explore longer term outcomes such as cumulative GPA, college
persistence, or graduation rates. To better understand the relationships explored in this study,
future research should expand this methodology to examine longer term outcomes.
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Technical Appendix

The average school grade inflation was estimated using the model

HSGPA = ACTCz + ACTCgcppor + Cohort Year + Change in Missing HSGPA %
+ (Cohort Year X Change in Missing HSGPA %)
+ (1 + CohortYear | High School Code),

where ACTCz is students’ ACT Composite scores standardized to have a mean of 0 and a
standard deviation of 1, ACT Cs.p,0; iS the average ACT Composite score for the school in 2017
standardized to have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1, and cohort year represents the
2017 or 2022 graduating year. This model nested students within high schools and allowed a
random slope for cohort year. The average ACT Composite score was used to identify higher-
and lower-performing schools. The random slope for cohort year represented the school’s
deviation from the average change in HSGPA between 2017 and 2022 after the model
accounted for students’ ACTC scores, the school’s average ACTC score, and the change in the
missing HSGPA percentage.

Change in the percent missing between 2017 and 2022 was meant to account for attrition in
student reporting of HSGPA between the 5 years. Grade inflation was estimated as the sum of
the school-level intercept for each cohort year and the fixed effect of cohort year, adjusted for
ACT Composite standardized score, average standardized ACTC score at the school level, and
the interaction between cohort year and the change in the percentage of students lacking
HSGPA data. This grade inflation was later used in a subsequent model to estimate the impact
of grade inflation on the prediction of FYGPA.

In Table A2, we can see that the fixed effects model coefficients explained 34.5% of variance in
HSGPA, while the full model, including random effects, explained 40.3% of the variance in
HSGPA. The estimated effect for the 2022 cohort year was 0.17, indicating that, on average
across schools, students’ HSGPAs were 0.17 grade points higher in 2022 than in 2017, after the
model accounted for individual ACT Composite scores and school-level average ACT scores
(Table A1). Additionally, as the percentage of students lacking HSGPA data increased by 1
percentage point, grade inflation increased by less than 0.01 grade points.

®
MT © 2025 by ACT Education Corp. All rights reserved. | R2432



ACT Research | Research Report | November 2025 21

Table A1. Grade Inflation Model Coefficients

Predictor Estimate Cl P
(Intercept) 3.21 3.18-3.24 <0.001
ACTCz 0.36 0.35-0.36  <0.001
Cohort year [2022] 0.17 0.14-0.21  <0.001

Change in missing HSGPA % -0.00 -0.00-0.00 0.080

ACTC school AVGz -0.02 -0.05-0.00 0.053

Cohort year [2022] x

Change in missing HSGPA % 000 0.00-0.01 0.003

Table A2. Grade Inflation Model Characteristics and Fit Statistics

02 0.23

T00 HS_CODE 0.02

T11 HS_CODE.grad_yearh20222023 0.02

01 HS_CODE -0.60
ICC 0.09

N Hs_cope 160
Observations 38,009
Marginal R2 / Conditional R2 0.345/0.403
AlC 53,047.543
Log-likelihood -26,513.771

We can see from this model that the average adjusted HSGPA in 2017 was 3.17, and the
average adjusted HSGPA in 2022 was 3.38, an increase of 0.21 grade points (Figure A1). We
can also see that in 2017, HSGPA ranged from 2.90 at the 25th percentile to 3.41 at the 75th
percentile. In 2022, HSGPA ranged from 3.11 at the 25th percentile to 3.61 at the 75th
percentile.
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Figure A1. Adjusted HSGPA After Accounting for ACT Composite Score, High School Average
ACT Composite Score, and Percentage Missing HSGPA
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As we can see from Figure A2, grade inflation among the high schools in the sample varied
from about —0.3 to 0.7 grade points. Although there were 9 schools that saw grade deflation, the
vast majority of schools experienced grade inflation. For this reason, when presenting results in
this study, | focus on grade inflation from no inflation (0.0) to high inflation (0.5).
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Figure A2. Histogram of Estimated School-Level Grade Inflation From 2017 to 2022
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Figure A3 shows the relationship between the average school-level HSGPA and the estimated
high school grade inflation index. Each point on the scatterplot corresponds to a school, with the
red regression line indicating that schools with higher HSGPAs tend to have lower levels of
grade inflation. This seems to suggest that grade inflation is more pronounced in schools where
average HSGPAs are lower, which could potentially reflect differences in grading standards or
academic rigor across high schools.
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Figure A3. Plot of Estimated School-Level Grade Inflation Versus Average School HSGPA
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