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Abstract 
The main objective of the present study was to investigate into the 

distribution of grades and grading trends in secondary and higher 

secondary schools of Southern Punjab by using the grade data of 

students who passed their SSC and HSSC annual examinations in 

Board of Intermediate and Secondary Education (BISE) Multan during 

the period 2004-2013. This paper attempts to quantify the changes in 

grading patterns by applying mean and percentage statistics over a 

specific period and also examines whether rise in students’ grades is 

reflection of improvement in students’ performance or it is a 

manifestation of grade inflation. The total number of sample students 

(SSC 606182+HSSC 276846) across the 10 years was about 0.883 

million and their grade data was extracted from annual examination 

result gazettes of (BISE) Multan. The data analysis reveals that in both 

the SSC and HSSC level examinations, a pattern of increase in higher 

grades A & B and decrease in lower grades seems to be prevalent. 

Although the reasons for these changes remained unclear, yet the 

tentative explanations have been given. It was suggested that radical 

changes in assessment techniques along-with the complete overhauling 

of Pakistani school education system was imperative to address the 

issue of grade inflation. 

 

Keywords: Grade Inflation, Secondary Education, Annual Examination, Result Gazette, 

Southern Punjab 
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I. Introduction 
 There has been a great concern and discussion among academics and the media 

regarding the problem of grade inflation worldwide especially in the US, the UK, Canada 

and Ireland. All agencies concerned with education sector and society at large expect that 

improvements in grading patterns should also be accompanied by real improvements in 

students’ learning and educational standards. Grade inflation occurs when there is a 

mismatch between improvement in grading patterns and improvement in students’ talent, 

motivation and learning over an extended period of time (Kohn, 2002; O’Grady & 

Guilfoyle 2007). In simple terms, it means that instructors are more lenient in awarding 

higher grades in absence of any justification which reflects that educational and 

assessment standards are falling. 

 

 The global discussion on this topic accelerated in the past 40 years due to rapid but 

unjustified and unexplained increase in grades and decline in achievement at all levels of 

education from schools to universities as documented in several previous quantitative 

studies. Studies by Levine and Cureton (1998), Kuh and Hu (1999), Walsh (2010), 

Rojstaczer and Healy (2012), Nata et al. (2014) and numerous others, claim to prove that 

grade inflation exists. 

 

 Though the evidence supporting the presence of grade inflation seems 

overwhelming yet everyone does not agree with this claim (Kohn, 2002; Adelman, 2004). 

They claim that even if today average grades are somewhat higher as compared to the 

past, the phenomenon is “grossly exaggerated” and argue that higher grades of today’s 

students may be the result of their smartness, more hard work, and better academic 

preparedness than the previous students. 

 

 Grade inflation is problematic in each and every society for all the stake holders 

i.e. teachers, institutions, employers, administrators and students themselves. Inflated 

grades provide inaccurate feedback to graduates about their actual performance (Hassel  

& Lourey, 2005), communicate misleading information to prospective employers about 

students’ abilities and their future job performance (Oleinik, 2009), compromise the 

admission processes of graduate and professional institutions as these institutions also 

receive less valid information about students (Iris,2010). Furthermore, from the 

perspective of educational policy makers, the phenomenon of grade inflation makes the 

assessment of cost-effectiveness of allocated resources to education more complicated 

(Langbein, 2008), and devalues the worth of qualifications and degrees in general (Hassel 

&Lourey, 2005). 

 

 In Pakistan, secondary education is divided into two levels namely secondary 

school level that includes grades 9 & 10 and higher secondary school level consisting of 

grades 11 and 12. It is considered as the most important sub-sector for provision of 

middle level manpower, vital turning point for the future career of students (Jilani, 2009) 

and also serves as feeding stage for post-secondary education. 

 

 The Secondary School Certificate (SSC) and Higher Secondary School Certificate 

(HSSC) examinations in Pakistan are state conducted national systems of assessing and 

quantifying students’ achievement at the completion of 10 years and 12 years of 

schooling respectively. These annual examinations are conducted nationwide under the 
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supervision of regional Boards of Intermediate & Secondary Education (BISE) all over 

Pakistan. All these BISE’s follow the uniform rules, regulations and grading formula. 

 

Table 1: The SSC and HSSC Examination Grades in Pakistan 

Percentage Band Grade Remarks 

80-100% A+ Exceptional 

70-79% A Excellent 

60-69% B Very Good 

50-59% C Good 

40-49% D Fair 

33-39% E Satisfactory 

Under 33% F Fail 

  

 Every candidate appearing in these state operated annual examinations, in the 

jurisdiction of a particular BISE, takes exactly the same tests at the same time and all the 

students are assessed according to a uniform marking scheme by the external examiners 

who are provided answer scripts of candidates with fictitious roll numbers. It means that 

this system ensures uniformity of standards for all the students. The scores and grades 

achieved in these two examinations are of critical importance and have crucial value for 

student’s future career decisions because these are used as a basis for admissions in 

professional colleges (especially medical and engineering), BS 4 year institutions, 

universities and for job placement. 

 

II. The Present Study 
 In Pakistan, no attention has been focused on analyzing the grading patterns or the 

possibility of inflated grades in education sector. Keeping this situation in view, the 

present study was conducted to investigate into the distribution of grades and grading 

trends in secondary and higher secondary schools of Southern Punjab. This paper 

attempts to quantify the changes in grading patterns over a specific period and also 

examines whether rise in students’ grades is reflection of improvement in students’ 

performance or it is a manifestation of grade inflation. 

 

 The findings of this study will provide insight to educational policy makers, 

administrators, academics, and practitioners regarding assessment and teaching practices. 

This study will be beneficial for identifying causes of existence of that phenomenon 

during the last decade and may be helpful in identifying its potential dangers. The study 

is expected to serve as a guideline and model for all concerned to investigate into the 

problem of grade inflation in Pakistani education sector and improve the situation. 

 

 The objectives of the study were as follows: 

 To investigate into the presence of grade inflation observed overtime at secondary 

school level. 

 To compare rate of grade increase among different categories of students (gender-

wise, discipline-wise) at secondary level. 

 To recommend guidelines in order to improve present situation. 
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A. Sample of the Study 

 Students securing passing grades A, B, C, D, and E were included in the sample of 

the study. Results of the supplementary examinations were excluded to avoid the 

complexity of comparison. Sample of the students varied year to year. The total number 

of sample students (SSC 606182+HSSC 276846) across the 10 years was about 0.883 

million. Table 2 presents the year by year number of candidates who passed SSC and 

HSSC level annual examinations in BISE Multan in last ten years from 2004 to 2013. 

 

Table 2: Description of Total Sample Data by Year: Passed Students at SSC 

    and HSSC Level in BISE Multan during (2004-2013) 
Level 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

SSC 
Multan 

62567 51054 53886 43940 56964 66058 69703 67164 73514 61332 

HSSC 
Multan 

21616 23300 28280 27655 22821 26683 29287 33462 37336 26406 

G. 
Total 
(N) 

SSC+ 
HSSC 

84183 74354 82166 71595 79785 92741 98990 100626 110850 87738 

 

B. Data Collection 

 Data regarding SSC and HSSC examinations in each of the 10 years 2004 to 2013 

were extracted from annual examination result gazettes of BISE Multan which covers one 

of the largest (population-wise) administrative divisions of Southern Punjab with five 

districts i.e. Multan, Vehari, Lodhran, Khanewal, Pakpattan and Sahiwal. 

 

III. Data Analysis and Results 
 The collected data were analyzed using the percentage method with the help of MS 

Excel. Grades A and A+ were combined into one grade A for ease of understanding. 

Year–wise absolute numbers of grades (A to E) were transformed into percentages to 

make them more meaningful for the purpose of comparison and ease of interpretation. In 

order to better understand the pattern and trend of grades, overall, gender-wise, and 

discipline–wise percentages of grades were computed, tabulated and compared 

separately. 

 

 For the purpose of quantifying the rate of change across the ten year period under 

assessment and to wipe out the effects of random year to year changes, the initial three 

combined years 2004-2006 were compared with the latter three combined years 2011-

2013 using the grade percentages. In each of the two comparison periods, it is the 

percentages of grades which have been averaged over the three reference years to gain 

the representative figures for both the periods. The comparison between the initial three 

years and the last three years served as the main basis for the identification of the 

evidence of grade inflation in this research study. 

 

 Certificate level-wise data were analyzed separately in two sections keeping in 

view the two aspects of grades i.e. pattern of grades and the rate of grade change. The 

first section looks at the pattern of grades and the rate of grade change at SSC level while 

the second section focuses on HSSC level data. 
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A. Pattern of Grades at Secondary School Certificate Level 2004-13 

 Figure 1 below summarizes the trend of award of grades A to E at secondary 

school level in Board of Intermediate and Secondary Education (BISE) Multan over the 

entire period under study. 

 

Figure 1: Percentage of Pass-Students’ Grades in SSC Level Exams BISE Multan 

 (2004-13) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The figure 1 shows the trend of award of grades A to E at secondary school level 

in BISE Multan over the entire period under study. The figure depicts that in case of 

BISE Multan, during the whole ten years period under analysis, C was the most common 

grade at SSC level, dropped in 2005, almost remained stable after 2009 with a slight 

gradual decline of about 2.1%. Grade B showed continuous modest upward increase 

(from 14.5% to 26.5%= 12% difference) throughout the period except one slight dip in 

2009 when it faced a 2.2% drop. Grade A supplanted B as the most rapidly increasing 

grade during entire period under study and earned 26% striking increase as compared to 

12% for grade B. In 2004 and 2005 the combined percentage of D’s and E’s (47.4&48.0) 

and percentage of C (36.6&30.4) was more than combined percentage of A’s + B’s (16.0 

& 21.5). But from 2005 to 2007 a dramatic upward shift of A grade (more than 5% 

increase per year) and downward shift of D and E grades was obvious. E grade declined 

suddenly and became almost non-existent from 2005 to 2013. In 2004 and 2005 

combined percentage of A+B was 16.0% and 21.5% but in 2012 and 2013 A+B share 

increased more than half of the total grades 52.8% and 54.0% respectively. This situation 

confirms a rapid rise in the award of higher grades at the cost of D’s and E’s at secondary 

school level. 

 

B. Percent-wise Change in Rate of Grades at SSC Level 

 The table 3 below compares the average rate of the A to E grades for the combined 

initial three years (2004-2006) and the combined last three (2011-2013) in an effort to 

quantify the rate of change across the ten year study period at SSC level in BISE Multan. 

 

Table 3:  Change in Rate of SSC Level Exam Grades in BISE Multan between 2004-

06 and 2011-13 
Category Averaged years A% B% C% D% E% 

Overall Sample 
Grades 

Average%2004-06 7.1 15.9 33.9 32.8 10.2 

Average%2011-13 26.0 25.8 32.4 15.2 0.6 

Change% 266.2 62.3 –4.4 –53.6 –94.1 

Male Grades Average%2004-06 7.4 15.06 31.3 34.5 11.66 
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Average%2011-13 24.9 24.01 33.1 17.3 0.64 

Change% 236.5 59.4 –5.7 –49.8 –94.5 

Female 
Grades 

Average%2004-06 6.8 17.1 36.9 30.7 8.4 

Average%2011-13 27.3 26.1 31.5 14.3 0.6 

Change% 301.5 52.6 –14.6 –53.4 –92.8 

Science 
Grades 

Average%2004-06 10.3 20.2 33.9 27.6 7.87 

Average%2011-13 33.8 27.0 29.4 9.7 0.08 

Change% 228.1 33.7 –13.3 –64.8 –99.0 

General Grades 

Average%2004-06 1.3 9.2 34.3 41.5 13.6 

Average%2011-13 8.2 20.5 39.2 30.2 5.7 

Change% 530.8 122.8 –14.3 –27.2 –58.1 

 Mean% Change 304.6 66.2 –10.5 –49.8 –87.7 

 

 The data in table 3 shows a universal increase in award of A and B grades and 

decline in case of C, D and E in all the categories over the period under analysis. The 

largest average upward change occurred in A grades with a rise of 304.6%, in comparison 

with B grades with modest average increase of 66.2%. Conversely, the greatest and 

striking average decrease 87.7% found in E grades as compared with a drop of 49.8% in 

Ds and 10.5% in Cs. 

  

 It is evident that the cost for dramatic increase of higher grades, especially A, was 

largely paid by poorer grades E and D as compared to C which decreased modestly and 

almost remained stable over the 10 years with slight fluctuations. This fact also indicates 

another striking aspect of changes in grades that the rising trend in grades is operating 

from the bottom. It means that B grade is becoming A, C is becoming B and D is being 

converted into C. E grade is almost non-existent after 2005 for all years at secondary 

school certificate level in BISE Multan. 

 

C. Pattern of Grades at Higher Secondary School Certificate Level 2004-13 

 Figure 2 depicts the overall trend of awarding grades A to E from 2004 to 2013 at 

higher secondary school level in BISE Multan over the last decade. 

 

Figure 2: Percentage of Pass-Students’ Grades in HSSC Level Exams BISE Multan 

(2004-13) 
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 It is evident from the figure 2 above that pattern in top and a lower grade at HSSC 

level is almost similar to that of SSC level. Again, the rate of increase in case of grades A 

& B is upward consistently whereas downwards in lower grades D & E. Grade C, in this 

case, also remained the most common grade and showed stability with modest gradual 

decline. This situation confirms a rapid rise in the award of higher grades at the cost of 

D’s and E’s at higher secondary school level also. 

 

D. Percent-wise Change in Rate of Grades at HSSC Level 

The table 4 below summarizes the total grade rates of overall sample, rates by gender, 

rates by disciplines and the percentage changes in each grade and each category over the 

10 years interval period 

 

Table 4: Percent-wise Change in Rate of HSSC Level Exam Grades in BISE    

Multan between 2004-06 and 2011-13 
Category Averaged years A% B% C% D% E% 

Overall 
Sample 
Grades 

Average%2004-06 7.3 17.5 39.9 33.7 1.6 

Average%2011-13 22.4 28.5 35.2 13.4 0.3 

Change% 206.8 62.8 –11.8 –60.2 –81.2 

Male Grades 

Average%2004-06 7.8 15.9 36.5 37.8 2.0 

Average%2011-13 22.9 25.5 35.1 16.1 0.4 

Change% 193.6 60.4 –3.8 –57.4 –80.0 

Female 
Grades 

Average%2004-06 7.0 18.7 42.3 30.6 1.4 

Average%2011-13 22.1 30.6 35.5 11.4 0.3 

Change% 215.7 63.6 –16.1 –62.7 –78.6 

Pre-Medical 
Grades 

Average%2004-06 34.4 29.7 27.8 8.1 0.03 

Average%2011-13 53.7 23.6 18.7 4.0 0.01 

Change% 56.1 –20.5 –32.7 –50.6 –0.7 

Pre- 
Engineering 

Grades 

Average%2004-06 19.2 26.8 35.0 18.7 0.22 

Average%2011-13 34.8 28.2 29.1 9.7 0.05 

Change% 81.2 5.2 –16.8 –48.1 –0.77 

Gen. Science 
Grades 

Average%2004-06 3.5 13.6 38.4 42.7 1.9 

Average%2011-13 10.7 26.0 41.3 21.7 0.4 

Change% 205.7 91.8 7.6 –49.2 –78.9 

Humanities 
Grades 

Average%2004-06 1.8 14.3 42.7 39.2 2.1 

Average%2011-13 8.6 29.9 43.2 17.6 0.6 

Change% 377.8 109.1 1.2 –55.1 –71.4 

Commerce 
Grades 

Average%2004-06 10.1 32.3 40.5 16.5 0.51 

Average%2011-13 20.4 35.8 34.5 9.1 0.18 

Change% 102.0 10.8 –14.8 –44.8 –0.64 

 Mean% Change 174.9 47.9 –10.9 –53.5 –49.0 

 

 Similar to SSC level grades, least changes took place in the grade C in all the nine 

categories with an average decline of 10.9%, grade D in this case faced 4.5% more 

average drop i.e. 53.5% in comparison with 49.0% in E grades. All the disciplines 

showed decline in case of grades D & E. Pattern of changes in top grades in all the 

categories at HSSC level is upward and almost similar to that of SSC level with one 

exception of pre-medical grade B that declined by 20.5%. This might be due to the larger 

enrollments of female students in pre-medical who try their utmost to earn grade ‘A’ for 

ensuring admission in medical colleges. This fact is also evident from higher average 

change 215.7% in female grades in comparison with their male counterparts 193.6%. 
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This situation of pattern of grade changes at HSSC level again confirms a rapid rise in the 

award of higher grades at the cost of D’s and E’s. 

 

IV. Discussion 

 The data reveals that in both the SSC and HSSC level examinations, a strong 

continuous pattern of increase in higher grades A & B and decrease in lower grades 

seems to be prevalent during the entire period under analysis i.e. 2004 to 2013. It is 

beyond dispute that the grade distributions have become more massed at the high end or 

negatively skewed distorting the traditional normal curve grading. This trend is true of 

both the genders and all the disciplines except pre-medical grade B at HSSC level which 

declined by 20.5% in last three comparison years. 

 

 Although, there are no comparable studies found in Pakistan, yet the results of our 

analysis are consistent with the findings of other researches that have attempted to 

compile historical transcript-based data about distribution of grades in schools, colleges 

and universities in past four decades (Camara, et al. 2003; O’Grady, 2009; Godfrey, 

2011; Rojstaczer and Healy 2012; Nata et al. 2014). 

 

 Numerous possible explanations that have been put forward from the opponents of 

grade inflation hypothesis for this changing upward trend in grades are: better 

preparedness, motivation and effort of today’s students, improvement in teaching 

methodology and instructional technologies. Whether this mass of grades on the positive 

end of the curve in Pakistani secondary school exams is attributable to any of the above 

mentioned factors, to some other reasons or to grade inflation is discussed below. 

 

 There is no indication that this rapid rise in higher grades in last 10 years in 

Pakistani secondary education has been accompanied by an enhanced student ability and 

achievement level. Almost all the performance measures indicate a decline in abilities of 

Pakistani students. Majority of the studies found that SSC and HSSC examination scores 

of Pakistani students have poor predictive validity (Khan et al. 2013, 2014) and they 

neither correlate positively with Engineering College Admission Test (ECAT) and 

Medical College Admission Test (MCAT) scores nor with scores obtained in post 

secondary examinations ( Baig, 2001; Huda, et al. 2001, Luqman, 2013). 

 

 As for as literacy and depth of knowledge of Pakistani students is concerned, 

common perception in academics and society as a whole is that it does not match with 

their obtained grades. Students’ analytical skills, creative thinking and comprehension 

abilities are all time low as compared to previous students with lower grades and the 

worth of output is unsatisfactory (Christie & Khushk, 2004). Pakistani education system 

is unable to produce students with innovative ideas (Kamrani, 2010) and teachers teach to 

more motivated students with the only objective of passing the exams with higher scores, 

not for gaining higher order learning (Rehmani, 2003). Despite the decline in students 

achievement level nationally, secondary school students are being awarded significantly 

higher grades that means grade inflation might be at work. 

 

 Another explanation is that grade distributions might become more negatively 

skewed because secondary school teachers have developed or learned more effective 

teaching methods and are more effectively motivating students to learn the content. In 
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this case the students will learn more and hence grades will be higher. Though, this is the 

good kind of inflation and it should be encouraged by schools but it seems impossible 

attributing such a rapid grade change only to this factor. It is no doubt that secondary 

school teachers in Pakistan have redoubled their efforts due to the (a) accountability 

measures of provincial and district governments as linking promotions, renewal of 

contracts and financial incentives to examination results, (b) enhanced focus of students, 

parents and teachers on points’ race for earning success in medical, engineering and 

university admissions. However, It would be erroneous to assert that pedagogic 

approaches and efforts of secondary school teachers have improved to such an extent in 

last decade that students are performing the best dramatically as compared to previous 

students despite the fact that present students’ participation and engagement level in 

classroom activities has declined (Saenz & Barrera, 2007). 

 

 Other possible explanations for dramatic changes in grade distributions at SSC and 

HSSC level examinations in Pakistan might be the changes in the pattern of question 

papers after 2005 that include maximizing the share of MCQs and short answer items to 

70% in almost all the subjects while reducing proportion of detailed, in-depth answer 

items to 30%, nature of SSC and HSSC examination system in Pakistan which promotes 

rote learning and the crucial role of marks/grades secured in these exams in future career 

decisions of student especially admissions in medical and engineering institutions and 

universities. 

 

 Thus, such changes in assessment techniques, paper pattern and admission criteria 

not only motivate students to spend more efforts but also provide students opportunities 

to get higher scores and resultantly grade distributions become more negatively skewed. 

Something as simple as switching from what psychologists call "recall" items to 

"recognition" items will result in higher scores on exams designed to test the same 

material. Basinger (1997) attributes grade increase to assessment techniques and points 

out that “inflated grades are but a symptom of an underlying problem: misguided 

educational standards — inappropriate content, modes of presentation and/or modes of 

assessment” (p. 4). So, the major solution to counter the problem of inflated grades lies in 

reinstatement of educational standards and improvement of assessment methods 

(Basinger, 1997). 

 

 It is inevitable that such developments and changes would have an impact on 

Secondary School Students performance at both the levels, though the crucial question 

remains whether the educational impact extends beyond that specific examination 

performance and whether it is possible to explain such a large transformation in grades in 

this way alone. The real possibility exists that secondary level education in Pakistan has 

become a kind of examination preparation process with more and more teaching and 

preparation effort dedicated to figuring out how to extract every last mark from the 

examination process. 

 

V. Conclusion and Recommendations  
 The extent, peculiar pattern of changes in grades and apparent existence of 

continuous increase in meritorious grades in both the SSC and HSSC examinations itself 

suggests that radical changes with complete overhauling of Pakistani school education 

system is needed. Seen in the perspective of current developments in Pakistani secondary 
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education, changes in examination pattern, rapid growth of private sector schools and 

after school tuition academies, enhanced parents, teachers and students’ efforts, the 

continuous pattern of increase in higher grades seems to be unexplained in educational 

terms. Influences of all the above mentioned developments considered collectively with 

the absence of any indication of match between obtained grades and genuine 

improvements in students’ pragmatic educational abilities trigger and authenticate the 

conclusion that amelioration in grades is, in fact, grade inflation. 

 

 As far as our secondary education is concerned, it should be relevant to our present 

day societal needs and the demands of modern knowledge based economies. There is a 

dire need to structure it in the ambit of our socio-economic perspective. It should be 

capable of producing such learners who can search relevant from the irrelevant, who have 

the ability to analyze, interpret, communicate and apply acquired knowledge and 

information in new situations. It should focus on developing genuine learning and 

understanding rather than mere preparation of examination through rote-learning which 

not only undermines the predictive validity of obtained grades but also devalues the 

socio-economic worth of individuals. 

 

 All the indications gather to realize that grade inflation is eclipsing a serious 

decline in educational standards in our secondary school education whose primary causes 

should be eradicated instantly and therapeutically by taking following steps immediately. 

 

 A comprehensive reformation of secondary education should be done. 

 Our examination system and items in question papers should ensure realistic 

assessment of students’ scholastic achievement, of their genuine understanding of 

content and of their interpretive abilities. 

 Most important of all above, any changes in question paper pattern, style or 

scoring procedure of SSC or HSSC examination answer scripts must be designed 

keeping in view the protective measures regarding its reliability and validity. 

 

VI. Limitations of the Study 
 While the current study provides some useful information regarding the grading 

trends and pattern of grade changes in Pakistani secondary schools, the limitations have 

their own importance. This study analyzed the grade data of only one examination board 

of Pakistan which limits the generalisability of its results to allover Pakistan. Data 

regarding comparison of grades of private and public school students was not available. 

Similarly, there were differences in sample sizes while making gender-wise and 

discipline-wise comparisons. Lastly, only the exploration of grading trends and pattern of 

grade changes might not have the ability of providing a meaningful and accurate 

assessment of grade inflation. It must be accompanied with some independent 

standardized measure of students’ performance. Unfortunately, the lack of any 

standardized measure for comparing students’ examination grades was another limitation. 
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