
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Article Highlights 

 
 Student and faculty focus 

group participants agreed on 
a number of major grading-
related issues, including use 
of Blackboard and timeframe 
to return graded work.  

 
 While students and faculty 

have similar expectations 
regarding communication 
outside of the classroom, 
there is a slight disconnect. 

 
 Students in the focus group 

had not accessed their mid-
term grades.  Faculty 
expressed questions and 
concerns regarding mid-
term grades.     
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Early Notification of Student Academic Performance: 
What We Learned 

 
Background 
The College has administered the national Noel-Levitz Student Satisfaction 
Inventory (SSI) every other fall semester since Fall 2003 (Fall 2003, 2005, 
2007, & 2009).  The survey assesses students’ levels of importance and 
satisfaction with their academic and non-academic experiences at the 
College.  There are eleven major components to the survey: Academic 
Advising/Counseling, Academic Services, Financial Aid and Admissions, 
Campus Climate, Campus Support Services; Concern for the Individual, 
Instructional Effectiveness, Registration Effectiveness, Safety and Security, 
Service Excellence, and Student Centeredness.   
 
Problem 
This research brief focuses on students’ SSI responses which showed that 
students believed they were not being notified early enough in the semester 
when they were not performing well academically.  Over the four 
administrations of the survey, this question has had “gap scores” over 1.0.  
Any question that has a gap score of 1.0 or higher needs to be addressed by 
the institution since students suggest that the item is important, but their 
overall level of satisfaction is relatively low (see graph below). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Methodology 
In an interdepartmental effort between Institutional Research and Academic 
Affairs to better understand student perceptions regarding this question, a 
series of student focus groups were held in Fall 2010.  Two focus groups 
were held at Central Campus, one was held at West, and a mixture of day 
and evening focus groups were offered.  A total of 22 students participated.    
 
 Faculty’s perceptions were captured during focus groups that were held 
during the Spring 2011 semester.  Three faculty focus groups were held 
(two at Central and one at West); a total of 24 faculty participated.    
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Results 
Students indicated that they receive most of their current 
feedback through their graded work.  Some faculty 
posted grades on BlackBoard while other faculty placed 
the grade on the assignment and expected students to 
track their own grades.  Some students sought out 
clarification about their overall course grade from their 
faculty.  Other students noted they also received verbal 
feedback from their faculty member. 
 
Most faculty suggested that feedback to students 
primarily comes in the form of grades.  Faculty said that 
they give a number of graded assignments in the first few 
weeks of class, so students should have an understanding 
of how they are doing in the course early in the semester, 
where applicable.  Faculty noted they post grades on 
BlackBoard so that the information was always available.  
If students did not keep or record their graded work, did 
not access the BlackBoard site to track their grades, or 
did not discuss their grades with faculty, then they would 
not know their academic standing. Some faculty 
wondered if all students understand how to interpret 
their grades and whether or not they are using them as 
an accurate indicator as to how they are doing in the 
course.    
 
Nearly all students and faculty in the focus groups felt 
that it is reasonable to expect faculty to return graded 
exams and quizzes to students in one week and longer 
assignments within two weeks.  Students and faculty 
members also agreed that if an assignment were going to 
be returned outside of that timeframe, faculty should 
notify students so that they are not constantly checking 
for their grade.  Some faculty did indicate that their 
timeline on providing feedback was based on the subject 
matter and assignment.  Yet, some students noted it was 
difficult to prepare for another assignment without 
having the benefit of feedback on their previous project. 
 
When asked about communication with faculty outside of 
the classroom, students said that they felt faculty should 
return emails within 24 hours, 7 days a week.  Faculty in 
the focus groups felt that it is realistic to expect a return 
email within 24-48 hours Monday-Friday.  It is evident 
that while students and faculty have overlaps in 
expectations, student expectations are broader than that 
of faculty. 
 
Most students in the focus groups felt that BlackBoard 
use by faculty should be mandatory.  Students noted that 
BlackBoard is not a new tool, and faculty who are 
uncomfortable with BlackBoard can receive training.  
Students find it useful to be able to obtain and track 

grades on BlackBoard, but this is only possible if it is up 
to date.  All faculty who attended the faculty focus groups 
said that they do consistently utilize BlackBoard; some 
faculty also expressed frustration as they do post grades 
and other messages to BlackBoard, but not all students 
access the site to check their grades.       
 
No students voluntarily mentioned their mid-term 
grades.  When students were directly asked, it became 
clear that none of the student participants had accessed 
their mid-term grades.  In one of the larger focus groups, 
only one student even knew that mid-term grades 
needed to be accessed via WebAdvisor.   
 
While faculty understand that mid-term grades serve as 
notification for students who are not doing well, many 
had questions or concerns.  Faculty wondered what 
happens when students earn a mid-term grade of “U?”  
Do students check their mid-term grades?  Do students 
see the “U” and redouble their efforts or drop the class?  
Some faculty felt that the receipt of a “U” should trigger a 
response from advisors.  Some faculty expressed concern 
that the middle of the term is really too late to address 
those students who are not doing well.  Again, faculty 
noted that most classes have a lot of graded work that is 
returned to students well before mid-term, and that 
students should, therefore, have an understanding of 
how they are doing in the class.    
 
Conclusion 
While there are of course variations between individual 
students, faculty, subject areas, and course assignments, 
student and faculty participants had a number of 
overlapping expectations.  Faculty and students both 
reported that students’ understanding of their academic 
standing is gained mainly from graded work.  Faculty and 
student focus group participants agreed that BlackBoard 
should be consistently used by both students and faculty.   
 
There was also agreement regarding the timeframe to 
return graded work.  However, students and faculty had 
slightly different expectations about communication 
outside of class.  Students in the focus group indicated 
they did not access mid-term grades mostly because they 
were not aware such grades were available, and faculty 
expressed a number of concerns regarding the way mid-
term grades are currently implemented. 
 
Based on this study’s finding, helpful ways to enhance 
communication could include listing in the course 
syllabus when assignments will be returned, as well as, 
listing the time and day-of-week parameters that will be 
used for email correspondence (i.e. within 24 hours, 48 
hours, Monday-Friday, Monday-Sunday).  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


